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A most surprising fact is the enormous number of leys.

– Alfred Watkins, Early British Trackways (1922)

Ley-hunting is a curious pastime. In theory anyone can do

it – all one needs is a good map and a ruler, or a pair of

stout walking boots and a sharp eye. And, it goes without

saying, one has to know what to look for: standing stones

and megalithic structures, barrow mounds, ancient roads

and tracks, significant place-names, old churches and

other religious sites, notched hill-sides and other markers.

When several such markers fall in a straight line, that is a
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ley.

But what are leys? Who made them? What was their

purpose? Are they real? For Alfred Watkins, the man who

‘discovered’ leys – it can reasonably be suggested that he

invented them – leys were the visible remnant of

prehistoric trade routes, Neolithic tracks that had been

added to and modified over the millennia, enhanced by

sacred or otherwise significant structures built along their

length and line [Watkins 1922; 1925]. That was more or

less the orthodox view among ley enthusiasts until the

1960s. Since then, with the revival of interest in leys

other theories have been advanced. One school of thought

holds that leys mark lines of ‘energy’ flowing across the

landscape – though this represents only the flowering of

an older idea. Another has it that the geometry of the ley

network encodes deep spiritual knowledge. Others

believe that leys are navigational aids for visitors from the

stars. Some theorists have amalgamated all three ideas,

sometimes with bizarre results1

All these ideas have been accepted at one time or another

by significant numbers of ley-hunters. I will do no more

than more than mention them here, as they are not

relevant to this field of enquiry. All require a sometimes

unnerving degree of faith in the intangible order to work

– belief in extraterrestrial visitation, in a natural energy

that can be channelled by careful siting of certain

structures, in some kind of deity. There is no physical

evidence for any of these. The only one of the theories

mentioned so far that has any empirical validity is

Watkins’ original idea – and that is only because some of
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his ley markers actually were prehistoric commercial

routes, while others are indeed alignments of Neolithic

structures. However, even Watkins is unconvincing. His

markers were too often taken out of chronological and

functional context, and his line-plotting was inaccurate

[Pennick 1997: 3]. Furthermore, his etymological analysis

of significant place-names sometimes left a lot to be

desired.

Watkins attempted to validate leys by awarding points

according to the number and type of markers found in an

alignment [Devereux and Thomson 1987: 23]. This

presaged later statistical analysis of leys by Robert

Forrest, who found alignments that were unlikely to be

due to chance, but not enough of them to suggest an

organised country-wide system of leys – though the

results persuaded him to be more open-minded [Devereux

and Thomson 1987: 75]. Such attempts at validation or

refutation are the more conservative tip of a mathematical

iceberg that constantly floats in the wake of leys and the

structures they comprise. In the 1960s and 1970s, the

quest for an ‘ancient wisdom’ was dominated by a mood

that roundly equated sagacity with mathematical

complexity. John Michell [1969], for instance, saw

Watkins’ leys as part and parcel of a greater scheme of

mystical geometry arranged across the British landscape,

its patterns and proportions (revealed by numerology)

encoding the metaphysical concerns of its builders. At

times the mere ‘fact’ of straight alignments of ancient

structures seemed all but buried beneath a blizzard of

numbers.
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Recent suggestions make the ‘mystery lines’ expressions

of three interconnected phenomena. They are the invisible

paths traditionally taken by unseen or ethereal creatures

with whom we are supposed to share the earth, and by the

spirits of the dead. They are the paths along which

corpses are taken for burial. They represent the shaman’s

journey to and through the otherworld.

Paul Devereux has been largely responsible for this

radical change of direction, with key ideas and research

supplied by his fellow ley-hunters Ulrich Magin and John

Palmer. In Shamanism and the Mystery Lines (1992), a

ground-breaking book that consummately defined an

unbridgeable schism in the ranks of ley-hunters,

Devereux drew the various strands together and offered a

new vision of ley-hunting, based on academic research in

anthropology, archaeology and allied disciplines. This

new approach offered three things that had long seemed

beyond the reach of fringe researchers into leys,

‘geomancy’ or ‘earth mysteries’. Firstly, it offered an

explanation that did not rely on the suspension of

disbelief in order to work. Secondly, it brought a new

dynamism to the field, now that leys could be fitted into a

framework of belief and practice that had already been

the object of legitimate academic study, and which moved

leys out of the dead-end, incestuous

UFO/energy/dowsing/number-crunching fold and into an

environment that encouraged ley-hunters to undertake

authentic academic research. Lastly, it provided a hitherto

undreamed-of opportunity for ley-hunting to be taken

seriously by academics.
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Devereux cites various traditions that the spirits of the

dead move along straight paths that stretch across the

landscape, and he links this to the carriage of the dead

along straight funerary ways, and to the magical flight or

ecstatic journey of a shaman: ‘Flight is the straight way

over the land’ [Devereux 1992a: 85].

This has become the new orthodoxy. In a recent Observer

article (Barry Hugill, ‘Ley hunters draw battle lines over

origin of ancient highways’, 20 July 1997) Danny

Sullivan, present editor of The Ley Hunter, was quoted as

saying that ‘the current thinking is that the lines are old

coffin or funeral paths. There is a long European tradition

of taking a corpse in a straight line for burial… Many

ancient religions believe the spirits of priests travelled

along straight lines’. At about the same time an article by

Sullivan, based on his presentation at the 1997 Fortean

Times UnConvention, appeared in the journal 3rd Stone.

This was a short overview of ley hunting from its

beginnings to the triumph of the spirit-lines hypothesis.

He reiterated the new vision, observing that Watkins did

not understand what he originally saw and interpreted

fragmentary evidence in terms of his own experience.

‘The decades of wild speculation that buried his original

vision have relegated ley hunting to the academic

sidelines whilst all the time archaeologists,

anthropologists and folklorists have been advancing our

knowledge of the archaic landscape line’ [Sullivan 1997:

17].
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18th Century depiction of a Carib shaman

ascending in spirit form.
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Paradoxically, the schism represents an improvement in

the nature of ley-hunting, and marks a potentially huge

upturn in its fortunes. National newspaper coverage of

one of the regular ‘moots’ held by the Ley Hunter coterie

is solid proof of that. The fact that the Observer report

concentrated as much on the ideological conflict between

1960s-based theoreticians and the geomantic ‘New

Wave’ as it did on the five year old ‘new’ hypothesis is

beside the point – without the fresh approach championed

by Devereux, Magin and Palmer the schism would not

have happened, and perhaps the press would have ignored

the Moot as they had always done.

The Ley Hunter has carried regular update reports, each

one cementing the new hypothesis a little more firmly

into a place of pre-eminence. Shamanic origins of straight

lines on the landscape is now an article of faith.

Anthropologists now feature as much in geomantic

bibliographies as archaeologists once did. The new

emphasis on accepted scholarship and the ruthless rooting

out of wild New Age ideas has been beneficial in another

way. Ley Hunter Moots are now attended by increasing

numbers of academics eager to talk and communicate,

where once they would have stayed away and shaken

their heads sadly at the folly of it all. This development is

wholly attributable to Paul Devereux’s navigation of ley-

hunting into waters suitable for both the pirate vessels of

the geomantic fringe and the battleships of academe. This

is partly because both have something else in common

other than an interest in old stones: both now look to

anthropological theory for explanations of ancient
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cultures. But a more important reason is that in the spirit

lines hypothesis the ‘earth mysteries’ field – or rather that

element spearheaded by Devereux et al – has come up

with an idea that may be of value to both sides.

Or has it? It has to be said that this ‘shamanic’ hypothesis

of straight lines in the landscape has not been challenged

on its own terms. While it has been decried by some New

Age thinkers with an unshakeable belief in the reality of

‘earth energies’, sacred geography or UFOs, the idea of

spirit paths has been taken up by some who retain those

very beliefs. Shamanism has become a New

Age/neopagan buzz word, inextricably bound up with

pseudoscience and alternative therapies, and there are

many people who believe that ‘shamans’ are able to tap

into the planet’s natural energies, typically for the

purpose of healing. Paradoxically, the shamanic

hypothesis may fuel the New Age idea of leys rather than

cause it damage. Most of what is popularly presented as

shamanism is nothing of the sort, but that will be no

barrier to those who have been eagerly awaiting some

way to connect leys with shamanism.

There is also a problem with leys. Their objective reality

has long been a matter of debate, and not all the markers

accepted by Watkins are given credence today. But there

is no doubt that there are undisputably straight alignments

of ancient standing stones, some of which are quite

impressive. There are also monuments consisting of

single straight lines, some of which are quite large. There

are a number of dead straight roads and paths, of different

ages and method of construction, some of which connect
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sites of religious or political significance. These represent

the sole physical evidence for a long-standing tradition of

straight lines constructed upon the landscape. This is all

that can be reasonably allowed as evidence of an archaic

preference for alignment. As the landscape of Europe has

become more and more crowded with roads and tracks,

temples and churches, crossroads and wayside shrines,

farms and settlements, so it has inevitably become easier

to find alignments of sites of wildly varying age and

purpose. This has been the bane of ley-hunting right from

the start. It is one thing to accept that all early churches

were built on formerly Celtic or Anglo-Saxon pagan

sacred sites, or to suggest that those were built on even

older holy places. It is an entirely different matter to

suppose a common unity of purpose across western

Europe from the Neolithic to the late Middle Ages and

beyond, one with a religious or spiritual foundation.

That implies a purity of concept that is at odds with

history, and which has no support from common sense.

There is no network of straight lines, broken or unbroken,

across the landscape of Europe. What we have is a

number of discrete and once-prominent alignments, each

in a strictly localised setting – crucially, these are all

ritual structures of some kind – and a number of straight

roads or paths that sometimes have a ritual aspect, and

sometimes not. The New Age style of ley theory would

lump all the ‘traditional’ ley markers in together and

claim that the natural energy lines were influencing

human minds to augment them with new structures. Such

ideas are nonsensical, deserving no further discussion. It
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is of course possible for people to add to existing

alignments, either for aesthetic purposes or for practical

reasons – the same things that impel us to contribute our

personal artistic flourishes to advertising posters or to

build a conservatory, but more cogently to site a church,

hotel or café along a roadside to provide comfort for

travellers and relieve them of some money. All this

proves is a long tradition of putting certain structures in

places likely to attract wayfarers. It will happen if a road

is straight, as much as if it is crooked.

The ‘real’ leys must consist of structures with a localised

context, and a coherent unity of function. Three Neolithic

standing stones, a medieval church and an Iron Age

enclosure that happen to form a straight line across

twenty miles of Ordnance Survey map are not an

alignment except in the very loosest sense of the word –

they are an accident of topography. There is no unity of

purpose, no context, and no connection other than that

provided by the edge of a ruler. A Neolithic stone circle

and a Bronze Age burial mound at either end of a straight

fifty-metre prehistoric track, on the other hand,

commands our attention. It has local context, discernible

continuity of use, and a possible connection in ritual. It is

worthy of investigation. Similarly, a straight medieval

road leading from an ancient settlement to a

contemporary church or cemetery (or to a much older

ritual site) has all the factors that make it worth studying.

A Neolithic ritual structure with a cursus is another likely

candidate.

These are clearly not ‘leys’ in either the New Age sense
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or in terms of Watkins’ vision. But such things are

straight lines on the landscape, and belong firmly within

the style of ley-hunting that has evolved in the wake of

the shamanic hypothesis. If these can be counted as leys,

then at least some leys have an objective reality.

But are they of shamanic origin? Do they have any

relationship to shamanic phenomena or shamanist beliefs

at all? As I will show in the following pages, the answer

to both questions is a resounding ‘no’. The shamanic

spirit lines hypothesis is based on a series of fallacies.

These relate to an inappropriate and misleading

assimilation of shamanist beliefs from outside the

Eurasian region to those found within it; to the

misinterpretation of social structures associated with one

of the linguistic pillars of the hypothesis; and to an

unquestioning assumption made concerning the very

nature of shamanic journeying and spirit travel. The

shamanic, spirit-line hypothesis is not just unsupported by

genuine Eurasian shamanist tradition – in many cases the

words and pictures of shamans, and the traditions of

spirit-travel and funerary transport in Europe and Asia,

both ancient and modern, flatly contradict it.
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1. TheHypothesis

The shamanic hypothesis falls into three distinct strands:

(1) shamanic flight – the journey of the shaman’s spirit

while in an ecstatic condition – expressed as straight

lines, either physical or notional, on the landscape; (2)

straight tracks or roads along which the spirits of the dead

travel; (3) straight roads used to transport the dead for

disposal.

Shamanism is an ill-used word these days. It properly

applies to the practitioners of particular magical
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techniques among peoples of the Uralic (Finno-Ugric)

and Altaic language families in Europe and Asia.

Shamans have strictly defined roles in these societies, and

although they perform a variety of acts useful to the

community (as repositories of knowledge and tradition,

healers and diviners) the central feature of shamanism is

ecstasy, a self-induced state where the shaman’s spirit

exits the body and is able to travel to otherworld realms,

notably the celestial home of the gods and the

subterranean land of the dead. Siberian-style shamanism

and its close relatives form a quite distinctive psycho-

religious continuum [Hutton 1993: 10-11, 15]. Other

magical practices that do not conform to the Siberian

model, but which also involve out-of-body travel or

projection of the spirit are also included within Paul

Devereux’s idea of shamanism. This is not an

idiosyncratic use of the term on Devereux’s part – since

the 1960s the words ‘shamanism’ and ‘shaman’ have

been used by a growing number of anthropologists to

embrace most traditional magical techniques and their

practitioners [Flaherty 1992: 2-6].

In Devereux’s scheme of things, as is fairly common

nowadays, a shaman is any person of a priestly or

sorcerous persuasion, or someone who is able to travel in

spirit alone. The characteristic mode of such shamanic

transport is flight, or another type of journey in animal

disguise. Shamanism has been claimed as the oldest form

of human religious or ritual behaviour, illustrated in

Palaeolithic cave paintings of shape-shifting sorcerers and

patterns resembling those induced by psychoactive
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chemicals, images echoed throughout the ancient world

and in the art and beliefs of present-day tribal cultures.

The shamanic experience – an authentic hallucinatory

trance – has given rise to the basic geography of

otherworlds, the way in which we perceive the soul to

move and the nature of its journey after death, and the

way magic is believed to work.

The neuropsychology of shamanic trance states determine

that spirit travel is along straight lines, perceived as tracks

or roads by the entranced shaman. The freed spirit feels as

if it is flying, hence shamanic flight is traditionally

facilitated by transformation into a bird-shape, or is made

by riding an arrow or following its flight. Spirit-paths are

straight, because birds fly a direct route between points.

The straightness of spirit-paths is expressed in other

ways. The dead also travel in straight lines. Their spirits

are associated with certain roads and tracks of north-west

Europe. Sometimes these roads are actual routes along

which earthbound travellers can physically venture – at

their peril! – and sometimes they are invisible or notional

roads used only by the discarnate. The logic is

straightforward: if the spirit of the one who comes back

from the realm of death, the shaman, travels in straight

lines, then so must the souls of the discarnate dead. This

in turn gives rise to the third strand of the theory. If the

dead travel to the otherworld in a straight line, then the

proper way to dispose of them is also in a straight line. In

other words, straight roads are the ones that lead to the

lands of spirit, to heaven or to hell.

So goes the theory. Devereux and those who joined with
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him to establish this geomantic ‘paradigm-shift’ have

amassed an impressive body of evidence from around the

world and across millennia to support their thesis.

Examples of straight-line spirit-travel have been gathered

from China, Australia, North and South America, the

Pacific islands, Africa, Europe and central Asia. It has

developed into a formidable-looking edifice. But that

edifice is really a house of cards.

Before looking at each angle of this triangular hypothesis,

let us first consider the historical context of ‘shamanic’

tradition. Most of the rectilinear features assimilated to

the hypothesis are in western Europe. Most of the

evidence for straight lines in shamanic lore has been

gathered from cultures outside Europe. To accept a

possible shamanic source for straight lines on the

European landscape, we must first establish whether there

is actually a case for the widespread practise of

shamanism in ancient Europe.

2. ShamanismandPrehistory

The ‘shamanism’ represented by Palaeolithic cave art

may actually no such thing. It has been interpreted as

shamanic imagery for one reason only: the fact that the

‘sorcerers’ supposedly depicted in the cave of Les Trois-

Frères – and others in a similar vein at Altamira, Los

Casares, the Grotta des Espéluges – have long been

interpreted as sorcerers wearing animal-costume or

caught in the act of metamorphosing into animal shape;

and the costume and metamorphoses have been assumed

to be like those of historical shamanism. In reality, we
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have no way of knowing what kind of costume a

Palaeolithic shaman would wear, if shamans there were in

those days. The Palaeolithic shape-shifters have been

claimed as shamans on the basis of much more recent

shamans’ costumes and tales of transformation into

animals, and by a particularly perverse twist of logic the

cave paintings have been the major reason for believing

shamanism to be a ritual that dates from the Palaeolithic.

This popular ‘bootstrap’ theory of shamanism is rooted in

an implicit cultural chauvinism, of the sort that assumes

that the religious institutions of tribal societies barely

change over many thousands of years. But it is the kind of

circular argument whose elegance charms the uninformed

onlooker into acceptance.

We know hardly anything about Palaeolithic shamanism,

magic or religion. We certainly do not know anything at

all about how the people of Palaeolithic Europe imagined

the afterlife, spirit or spirit-travel. There are no extant

cultures to compare them with, and those with technology

and lifestyle that most closely approximate what we know

of Palaeolithic Europe are a world apart, and more than

ten thousand years removed. For all practical purposes we

are talking about people who lived in a very different

world. We cannot even be sure how far their general

cognitive processes – by which is meant the way

perception is determined by cultural factors, as distinct

from neurospsychological cognition – resembled those of

people today. The same is true, though to a lesser degree,

of the Neolithic. The closer people are to us in time and

space, the more certain we can be of similarities and
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differences. This is a critical point, because nearly

everything we know about shamanism – as distinct from

broader religious observance – comes from the last few

hundred years of history. And given that our ways of

thought are profoundly influenced by the world we live

in, it is not possible to do any more than guess at the

spiritual beliefs of cultures known only from fragments,

who have left no written records, and who have no-one to

speak for them.

The ‘sorcerer’ of Les Trois-Frères.
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The supposed continuity of shamanic practice from

Palaeolithic Europe to modern Siberia and beyond is an

illusion built on a presumption of similarity that is in turn

based on a presumption of socio-religious stagnation.

Shamanism is demonstrably ancient, and was probably

once the predominant ritual form among the common

ancestral cultures from whom sprang the Uralic, Altaic

and Indo-European language families and their attendant

cultures. A recognisable shamanic ritual is depicted on a

cylinder-seal from Bronze Age Margiana in the Oxus

region, a civilisation that was probably Indo-Iranian, or

perhaps Altaic [Francfort 1994: 415]. Vestiges of

Siberian-style shamanism are discernible in the traditions

of medieval Ireland and Scandinavia, in early modern

Italy and Romania, and elsewhere. Only a fool would

wholly discount the possibility of shamanism being a

factor in the Palaeolithic cave paintings – but only

another fool would insist upon the shamanic identity of

those ancient mural shape-shifters without allowing any

other possibility. They may indeed depict shamans – but

it is just as likely that they represent gods, totemic

ancestors, or are even iconic pictures of important

individuals, their qualities expressed by substituting

animal parts for human ones. For instance, we use

expressions like ‘strong as an ox’, ‘lion-hearted’, and

‘hung like a donkey’; people are characterised as ‘ram’ or

‘wolf’ to express sexual predation, while a timid person is

a ‘mouse’. We know from ancient literature that similar

expressions were used long ago.

As it happens, my personal belief is that the cave
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sorcerers are pictures of some form of shamanic process.

But the point must be made that we cannot take it for

granted. A hunch is not evidence, and other realistic

options should remain open for consideration.

Without beating the shaman’s drum too hard at this point,

we should nevertheless demand a realistic historical

context for our rectilinear shamanic paths. The Uralic and

Altaic shamanisms – and closely allied practices in Korea

and Japan – obviously derive from the same source, an

early form of the technique that would represent a ‘lowest

common denominator’ of historical shamanisms,

something we might call proto-shamanism. But we

should not assume that it was the very earliest form – it

would be merely the earliest form that could be

reconstructed (and a reconstruction is not necessarily the

true picture).

Eighteenth century illustration of a Tungus shaman

(from: Nicolas Witsen, Noord en Oost Tartaryen. Amsterdam,

1785).



Straight Track, Crooked Road

20

Bronze Age shamanic rite.

Margian cylinder seal, c. 2000 BCE (after Francfort 1994).

A proto-shamanism of some kind is certain to have

existed. We know this because the phenomenon is found

in very similar forms among populations ranging from

northern Scandinavia, through Siberia to the tip of North

America and Greenland, and among related peoples in

Europe and Central Asia. Shamanism has been called a

circumpolar cult for good reason, in that it has historically

been found mainly in the far north. The shamanist

cultures are known to have been separated before written

history began. Their languages form a broad continuum

of related tongues: ignoring Eskimo-Aleut (and the

unrelated Na-Dené language group) in North America,

these are Uralic in the west, Altaic (including its relatives

Korean and Japanese) in the east. The early Uralic and

Altaic language families are distantly related, and there

was early contact between speakers of these tongues in

central Asia. But Altaic is more closely related to Indo-

European than it is to Uralic, and traditional Altaic

societies have a social structure resembling that
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reconstructed for early Indo-European. Again, Uralic

languages contain a number of loan-words from

undivided Indo-Iranian, pointing to extensive contacts

prior to around 2000 BCE. Altaic, meanwhile, is more

closely related to Indo-European than any other family of

languages.

Evidence for Siberian-style shamanism among the ancient

Indo-Europeans is substantial. Apart from the Margian

cylinder-seal mentioned above, there is evidence for

shamanism practised by the druids of medieval Ireland,

which may mean that it also occurred among the druids of

Britain and Gaul [Ross 1992: 83]. The vǫlur of medieval

Scandinavia were female shamans [Davidson 1964:

117ff]. Spirit-travelling cults existed in Romania, north-

east Italy, and eastern Europe in general: benandanti,

táltos, cǎlușari and so on [Ginzburg 1990: passim]. There

is also evidence for the Scythians of the Russian steppes

having practised some form of shamanism; and it has

even been suggested as the inspiration for the

Pythagorean movement of ancient Greece [Dodds 1951:

143ff]. Mircea Eliade [1964: 414ff] sees yoga as a

sophisticated outgrowth of shamanism in India.

3. ShamanistCosmology

There is not space here to examine all the evidence for

Siberian-style shamanism among the early Indo-

Europeans. It is enough to acknowledge that there is

sufficient evidence to indicate that it did exist.

What is more important is that Indo-European cosmology
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is very close to that of the shamanist societies of Europe

and Asia. But it is also close to that of the ancient Near

East: a vertical cosmos divided into three segments – sky,

earth and underworld – arranged along a central axis, the

underworld surrounded by rivers or seas, and roads

leading to heaven and hell.

If a proto-shamanism of Siberian type did exist, it would

probably have flourished around the time the three major

Eurasiatic language families began to form linguistically

distinct groupings, probably around the beginning of the

Neolithic in Europe, between 10,000 and 6,000 BCE.

There is considerable evidence of psychoactive drugs

being used and traded in Neolithic Europe from the fifth

millennium BCE, with strong indications of ritual use

[Sherratt 1991]; and there are many ceramic or carved

representations of drums in cultic contexts. This could

refer to the two main methods of inducing trance in

Siberian shamanism Also found in relevant cultural strata

are representations of veiled figures, perhaps pertinent to

the veiled or fringed head-dresses of historical Altaic

shamans.

While we cannot postulate a Palaeolithic shamanism with

any real confidence, an early shamanism of the Siberian

type in Neolithic Europe is a reasonable probability. What

is more, there seems to have been continuity from then

until the Middle Ages of the current era. Eliade [1964:

378] asserts that Indo-European shamanism must have

declined following the formulation of the tripartite Indo-

European ‘ideology’ that provided for the establishment

of an entire religious caste, as distinct from the
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marginalised shamans of nomadic steppe-dwellers and

semisedentary tribes of Siberia. There is some

justification for his view, as it does seem that in Europe

shamanism did not flourish in centralised or urbanised

cultures, and existed only in remote rural areas by the

Middle Ages.

Despite the decline of shamanism, the ideas associated

with shamanist beliefs lived on in Indo-European myth

and religion. Strictly speaking, these are not actually

shamanic in origin – cosmology and otherworld

geography are expressions of the collective worldview,

not of a few isolated sorcerers. But they are the maps a

shaman uses to navigate otherworld regions while in

trance. They are nothing whatever to do with abnormal

neuropsychology, but are derived from straightforward

observation of the world. There is a bright realm in the

sky, which even at night is inhabited by shining entities.

There is a land of the dead. There is a world beneath the

ground. The underworld may be the realm of death

because we dispose of the dead by burial. To get to or

from these other worlds gods and the dead must travel

somehow. The gods might fly, as their realm is in the sky;

but the subterranean world must be reached by more

earthly means. But there are also routes that lead to the

sky – rainbows, the Milky Way, mountain tracks, ladders

and trees – that can be travelled by mortals.

These conclusions do not require the logic of trance or

intoxication to seem reasonable. One of the problems

facing modern thinkers is that we tend to forget that ours

is not the only worldview. It is easy to assume that the
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senses require some kind of chemical adjustment before

the poetry of traditional cosmologies becomes apparent,

but that does no justice to human intelligence and

imagination. Just as we do not need to enter trance to

understand that the earth orbits the sun, ancient cultures

did not need to do so to know that gods live in the sky

and the dead below the ground, and that if travel takes

place between the realms then there must be ways that

can be travelled. The knowledge we possess informs the

way we imagine the structure and processes of the world

around us.

Shamanism comes into the equation when it comes to

living humans taking these paths. Obviously only a very

special person can be granted living audience with the

gods in their own home, or can pass the hazards and

guardians that bar the way to and from the celestial realm.

Only a very special person can do the same thing to travel

to the land of the dead, to die yet remain alive. That

person must be marked in some significant way that sets

him or her apart from the mainstream of humanity, or

must be possessed of some remarkable quality that allows

them to walk or fly between the worlds at will. That

person is the shaman.

We are not really talking about `shamanic landscapes’ at

all. The straight spirit-paths, if they genuinely existed,

would perforce be one aspect of a traditional cosmology

known to and inhabited by everyone regardless of ritual

or social status. Visible straight lines on the landscape

would be redundant in terms of shamanism and the

shamanic experience; invisible ones symbolised by
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markers (akin to or identical with leys) would be

redundant to the shaman, who theoretically should be able

to see them in trance, the only time they can be travelled.

4. StraightLinesandShamanism: Evidencefor?

In point of fact, Devereux and his co-theorists present

little evidence for straight lines in authentically shamanic

lore, and what evidence they do cite is ambiguous at best.

Furthermore, they have a tendency to treat each strand –

shaman-road, spirit-path and coffin-way – as being one

and the same. This is understandable in the light of the

overall hypothesis, but as we have seen they are really

quite distinct. They are related as ideas, but they must be

viewed as being separate things. Evidence for one is not

necessarily evidence for another. However, if the

shamanic experience is responsible for straight lines on

the landscape, then the existence of straight routes –

physical or otherworldly – in shamanic lore would be a

powerful argument for the validity of all facets of the

hypothesis.

Let us be absolutely clear that two things must be

established here. Firstly, the primacy of straight roads or

lines over other types. If more than one kind of route is

present, there should be some clear indication that it is the

straight one that is used for shamanic travel. Secondly,

the nature of the hypothesis demands that straight tracks

or lines should be emphasised. If straightness

distinguishes shamanic ways from mundane routes, then

their straightness should be clearly expressed and the

importance of straightness recognised and made plain.
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This is not nitpicking. When the shape of a structure is

supposed to be the significant thing about it, then it is

usually clearly delineated. Are straight lines accorded

special status in the shamanic cosmos?

Devereux [1992b: 102-3] is quite specific on this point:

‘the motif of the ceremonial, straight landscape originated

in one of the centralelements of the shamanic experience,

and that the range of surviving linear features in ancient

sacred landscapes itself reflects the kinds of evolution

indicated above (i.e. the transformation over time of

shamanism into priesthood and kingship)’ – Devereux’s

italics, my parentheses. Paradoxically, one of the major

planks of this contention is the association of kingship

and straightness in the Indo-European languages, on the

grounds that kingship evolved from shamanism We shall

return to this idea at a later point, as the association is

rather less strong than Devereux thinks. It is important,

and deserves discussion – but for now let us concentrate

on those we can confidently recognise as shamans.

Actually, Devereux’s evidence for shamanic involvement

is slender in the extreme. He cites various traditions that

imagine or utilise threads or cords as conduits for spirit-

travel in shamanic ritual, among the Aboriginals of

Australia, who connect a sick person to a tree using

threads secreted by a type of insect or spider, and the

Tungus of Siberia, who run cords from poles in the

shaman’s tent to ritual objects or trees outside; and paths

used by mushroom-spirits as seen in Amanita muscaria-

induced states among the Chukchi and Samoyed of

Siberia [Devereux 1992b: 134]; The !Kung of the
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Kalahari enter trances in which they climb threads

[Devereux 1992b: 181]. Ropes visible only to shamans

are travelled by them, according to the Rai of Australia

[Devereux 1992a: 83]. Buryat shamans would use a

thread stretched to a birch pole from an arrow placed by a

sick person, so that the patient’s spirit could return to the

body. The Maori, meanwhile, use a plant-stem as a spirit

road in healing rites; and ascent to the sky using a rope or

ladder occurs in the shamanism-derived Bon-po religion

of Tibet, though it is especially linked to kingship

[Devereux 1992a: 84]. Also cited are the cord which in

Zoroastrian tradition can be climbed to ascend to heaven,

and the ‘taut’ fishing-line link that anchors spirit to body

in the lore of the Rigo of Papua New Guinea [Devereux

1992c: 13].

The rest of Devereux’s specifically shamanic evidence

focuses on the shaman’s ability to fly when in an ecstatic

state. He cites numerous instances of shamanic flight,

noting that some shaman’s costumes are designed to

resemble a bird, or have birds or parts of birds attached to

or pictured on them [Devereux 1992b: 175ff]. Some

shamans ride an arrow, itself a symbol of straightness.

Paths or roads are mentioned: the ‘old path’ to the land of

the dead is trodden by shamans of the Thomson Indians

of British Columbia; a Navajo shaman sprinkles a path of

meal as a way for the gods; the Mazatec mushroom

ceremony begins with an invocation of ‘the good path…

of the Master of the World… a path of happiness’

[Devereux 1992b: 194]. Devereux also discusses the Kogi

of Colombia, whose shamans are associated with the
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straight, stone-paved roads of a ruined city, and the ‘Map

Stone’ at its entrance, carved with a network of lines.

These roads are ‘traces of the spirit paths’ and are the

lines on the Map Stone; they ‘do not match the material

pathways; they are lines of thought, not lines on the

ground. But there were points where the two worlds used

to meet…’ [Devereux 1992a: 199].

The Kogi lines are travelled by the shamans in spirit. This

would be excellent evidence for the shamanic hypothesis

if it were not an isolated instance. For the one prominent

feature of all the actual shamanic evidence given by

Devereux is that only the Kogi place any importance on

the straightness of their paths, and even that might be

down to the antiquity and enigmatic nature of the roads,

perhaps even a local memory of the former glory of the

lost city. The astral fishing-line of the Rigo is said to be

taut, but we are not told if that property is emphasised

because of the tautness or the resulting straightness – or if

it is only a description.

The paths taken by Chukchi mushroom spirits are

particularly interesting. The intoxicated shaman follows

the spirits, who ‘lead him a merry chase along

interminably intricate paths that often lead past where the

dead reside’. A map of these shows that ‘the paths traced

by the legs of the mushroom spirits are winding and

convoluted, but straight lines have very deliberately been

drawn issuing from some of the spirits’ heads’ [Devereux

1997c: 66; his italics].

Not one of the other examples emphasises straightness,

and hardly any of them mention straightness at all. A
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thread is just a thread, a road is just a road. What is more,

very few of the peoples involved have any direct

relevance to the Eurasian shamanist continuum – only the

Tungus, Buryat, Samoyed and Chukchi. Of those, the

Buryat account alone mentions straightness, and we are

not told whether that is a prerequisite for spirit travel. The

Zoroastrian celestial rope is relevant to religious

cosmology rather than the shamanic trance and is

properly linked to kingship.

Kogi Map Stone.

Drawing by David Taylor after photograph by Alan Ereira.
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Chukchi drawing of mushroom spirits and their paths

(from W. Bogoraz, The Chukchee, 1904).

Overall, the spirit-path as represented by a cord or thread

is only a conductor of spirit, and there is nothing to

suggest that straightness is an essential condition of its

use. Straightness is an obvious property of a cord when

pulled tight – but is it the tightness or the straightness that

counts? We are not told, but it is interesting that

Devereux admits that in the case of the Rigo straightness

is ‘by implication’ [Devereux 1992b:83]

Can straightness really be derived from shaman flight?

Birds, creatures closely associated with shamanic disguise

and flight, only rarely travel in a straight line. Even the

most cursory observation is enough to tell us that they

soar and dive, dart and swerve, alter course and turn back

on themselves. Flight may well be the straightest way

across land, but only if that flight is straight in the first

place. As for the occasional use of arrows as steeds,

surely the significant thing is that the arrow flies, not that

it flies in a straight line. If a dead straight course is all-
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important, what are we to make of those shamans who

take the shape of fish and swim to the otherworlds along

meandering rivers?

5. ShamanismandStraightLines: EvidenceAgainst?

There is a wealth of evidence to show that shamans travel

along roads and tracks when they are journeying in the

otherworlds. Logically, the celestial realm and its

subterranean opposite should possess amenities similar to

those of this world. The gods travel, so do the dead: why

should they not have roads of their own? And indeed

shamanic lore is full of accounts of otherworld roads and

spirit tracks. But there is rarely any mention of

straightness. For example, the Samoyed shaman Sereptie

gives a detailed account of his travels through an

otherworld during and after his initiation as a shaman.

Roads and paths are mentioned, but never described

[Halifax 1979: 37ff]. If they are straight tracks he does

not say so.

Threads are also used as spirit-paths in Japanese and

Korean shamanism, but once again their straightness is

not said to be their essential quality. The reasonable

caveat is that straightness is an inevitable characteristic of

cords or threads when they are pulled taut. Clearly,

straightness happens. But it does not seem to be as

important as the conductor itself. What is important is the

conceptualisation of the `actual’ path along which the

spirit travels. Is it important that it is a straight line? Or is

straightness just an accident of the medium used to

release or bring back the spirit?
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Contrary to the shamanic hypothesis, there is

considerable evidence to support an opposite view – that

shamanic spirit-paths are imagined as twisted,

meandering, even circular. Consider the following extract

from a description of a Korean shamanic rite called

toryong-gori, `circumambulation’:

‘the shaman proceeds to go around the dead man’s

altar three times. She moves erratically, going three

steps forward and then two steps backward… The

circling around the altar symbolizes the journey of the

dead man from this world to the gates of the

otherworld’ [Yu and Guisso 1988: 165-6]

The italics are mine. The highlighted sentence

immediately demonstrates that there is at least one

tradition of spirit-travel that does not involve straight

lines at all.

The shamanisms of Japan and Korea make frequent

mention of otherworld roads or paths, and magical flight

is often described. Yet there is no emphasis on

straightness. Japanese shamanist legends refer to arrows

or threads, items mooted as symbols or conduits of

shamanic flight or spirit travel, but once again

straightness is not expressly stated to be an important

factor. Otherworld roads are referred to in this Korean

shaman’s song:

‘When you want to go to the world of Paradise,

If you take the narrow road,

It is the road to Hell,
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If you take the wide road,

It is the road to Paradise’ [Walraven 1994: 85]

Are they straight roads? Not at all. One is wide, the other

narrow. We are not told if they are straight or crooked.

But Caroline Humphrey, writing with Urgunge Onon,

describes another track, a ‘blocked and crooked up …

which has changed direction’, from a Mongolian

shaman’s invocation. Humphrey and Onon tell us that

this road (taken when the shaman has put on a ‘bird skin’

and ‘flown away’) ‘is a means of transformation and

certainly not a simple way from A to B… a wandering

circuit, going to the sky, or coming from it’. A second

invocation leaves us in no doubt as to the nature of the

road.

‘The origin starts and then twists,

The fallen and crooked road…

The road which changed as soon as [?we] set out,

The night wandering trail,

The blocked off road,

The narrow sunken path…

The night disturbed wandering road…’

[Humphrey and Onon 1996: 297-8]

The same authors also have this to say: ‘Tungus, Manchu,

Ul’chi, and Nanai shamanic practice created large

numbers of roads… and these tracks belonged to

individual shamans who mastered the spirits involved. In

the Lower Amur also these roads were circuits, going

round and coming back to the same place’ [Humphrey
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and Onon 1996: 317-8; my italics].

Straightness is not an essential quality of Japanese,

Korean or Mongolian spirit-paths. On the contrary,

tortuous or circular movements are emphasised more

often. Both can occur. This is shown by Altaic shamans’

drawings. The Koryak drawing shows two routes to

heaven, one with a preliminary sacrifice to ease the way,

the other without. These are journeys to be undertaken by

the shaman’s dog, not the shaman himself. The left-hand

one shows the dog’s trail after the sacrifice has been

made – a straight line; the right-hand path shows the

journey as it would be without the sacrifice, a meandering

route with a demonic spirit stationed mid-way to intercept

the traveller [Campbell 1984: 158]. This kind of demonic

guardian is a common feature of otherworld roads (often,

as in Norse myth, the guardian is itself a dog) so I suggest

that the meandering route is actually the normal way, and

the straight one a notional representation of the path when

the obstacle has been neutralised.

Another Altaic drawing is a map of a shaman’s journey to

the sky-god Ülgen. At bottom left is his tent and hearth,

with a straight line leading to the World Tree. The

shaman climbs the tree and ascends to the sky, passes

through the gate of heaven, and takes a nearly

semicircular route to Ülgen. The straight line between

tent and tree is actually travelled only in trance – in

reality the shaman stayed in his tent and climbed the

central pole [Campbell 1984: 158]. Importantly, in this

drawing it is the sky journey, the flight, that is

curvilinear, which fits the general emphasis on such
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journeys.

Koryak drawing of the celestial journeys undertaken by dog-

spirits. The right-hand ascent is prior to sacrifice, the one on

the left is made after (from: Campbell 1984).

A third drawing maps out the performance of an Evenk

shaman. The features labelled A, B, C, D and E are the

paths taken by familiar spirits. None are even remotely
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straight [Anisimov 1963: 106].

Altaic drawing of .a shaman’s ascent to Ülgen

(from: Campbell 1984).

Evenk drawing of a shamanic performance, showing spirit-

paths (from: Anisimov 1963).
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Representations of the Milky Way on Saami drums

(after Sommarström 1985).

Chukchi diagram of the cosmos (from: Campbell 1984).

The straight lines on the Chukchi map of the paths taken

by mushroom spirits, cited above, ‘may be an attempt to

depict the sensation of out-of-body flight’ according to

Devereux [1997c: 66]. This is clearly not so. The spirits’

tracks are the paths taken by the shaman in a state of

intoxication, and as such represent the shaman’s own
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journey. We cannot extrapolate straight flight from these

straight lines when we have already been told in no

uncertain terms that the spirits’ journey is not in a straight

line. The straight lines on the Chukchi spirit map are there

for another reason. They turn the picture of mushroom

paths into a formal cosmic diagram, a flattened or

sideways-on depiction of the four quarters arranged on

the world axis, so giving a cosmological context to the

mushroom trance. Alternatively, the straight lines might

represent the Milky Way, which is sometimes drawn as a

vaguely straight path. Compare with the Chukchi cosmic

diagram [Campbell 1984: 158]. The straight lines are the

four directions, meeting at the cosmic centre; the Milky

Way stretches past the cosmic centre toward the moon.

Saami (Lapp) shamans appear to make no distinction

between straight and crooked spirit-roads. Indeed, such

roads are mentioned, but not described at all in verbal

accounts of Saami shamanism. The celestial path is

depicted on many Saami shamans’ drums, where it

represents the Milky Way. Pictures of this path vary: it is

shown variously as a straight line, a gentle curve, a tight

curve, or a meander. It can be either broken or continuous

[Sommarström 1985]. It is least commonly depicted as a

straight line.

Where otherworld roads are actually described in other

shamanist peoples they are curved or meandering.

Everywhere among the authentic shamanist cultures of

Europe and Asia, we find the same pattern. The

exceptions (leaving aside the problematic spirit-threads,

which offer little support for one argument or the other)
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are either movement directly upward, or ecstatic

transportation to an imaginary point. These may indeed

qualify as straight-line spirit-travel – but where the

spirits’ paths or roads are concerned, tortuous or curved

routes are clearly favoured. If there is an ancient pattern

of straight lines in the landscape, it had nothing to do with

shamanism.
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1. TheCasefor‘DeadStraight’ Roads

According to the ‘shamanic landscapes’ hypothesis, the

idea of paths and roads travelled by the spirits of the dead

grew out of the shamanic experience. However, there is a

better case to be made for such routes being simply a

natural part of the idea that otherworlds are much the

same as this one. Furthermore, we have seen that far from

being straight, the paths travelled by Eurasian shamans

are either not described at all, the usual state of affairs; or

they are curved or meandering. Straightness is a rarity,

and even when it occurs it is not accorded any

importance. Even so, Devereux and others extol the

straightness of the roads of the dead. Are they justified in
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this?

At this point we must separate two phenomena that are

often treated as one by proponents of the shamanic

landscapes hypothesis. The first is the supposed tradition

of the dead travelling in straight lines, in spirit on earth,

or in the next world. The second is those straight paths or

routes taken by funeral processions, along which the

corpse is taken for disposal. In this section we will

concentrate on the first, though there will be a degree of

overlap.

A key text is an entry in Volume 3 of the

Handworterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens (‘Concise

Dictionary of German Superstitions’) of 1933. This was

brought to the attention of geomancers by Ulrich Magin

in 1992. The entry concerns Geisterwegen ‘ghost paths’.

These, according to Magin’s translation, are ‘always in

the same place… with no exception, always run in a

straight line over mountains and valleys and through

marshes… pass the houses closely or go right through

them… end or originate at a cemetery’ [Devereux 1992c:

14]. The entry goes on to suggest that the idea may have

derived from special corpse-roads that ‘was believed to

have the same characteristics as a cemetery… a place

where spirits of the deceased thrive’. The sources for this

belief were dated from 1857 to 1908, though Magin has

traced the belief back to earlier in the nineteenth century

‘and, of course, relate to beliefs and superstitions much

earlier’ [Devereux 1992b: 230-1].

This is where Geisterwegen part company from coffin

and corpse-roads elsewhere. This is a belief in invisible
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roads that only have substance when one meets those who

habitually travel them: ‘on them one meets with ghosts

quite often’ [Devereux 1992c: 14]. We would expect

funeral paths to have a reputation for being haunted, but

the Geisterwegen have more in common with the ‘fairy

paths’ of Ireland. Fairy paths are so well-documented that

we need only give a brief summary here, where they are

best examined alongside straight lines in the Chinese

geomantic system feng shui.

2. FairyPathsandfengshui

Irish fairy paths are, like the Geisterwegen, invisible.

They are unseen paths that run between prehistoric

structures believed to be fairy castles. Very often they are

only recognised when human actions interfere with their

progress. For example, a house might be built directly on

a fairy path, and consequently the occupant will suffer

bad luck and paranormal phenomena. In one celebrated

case, the corner of a cottage was removed to allow the

fairies freedom of movement [MacManus 1959: 102-3].

Devereux asserts that these are ‘invisible straight paths’.

He associates them with other ‘conceptual lines’ in the

ancient Chinese geomantic tradition feng shui, the art of

harmonising the ch’i (‘breath of life’) of the earth. In this

system, straight lines are broadly thought of as

inauspicious – though the Emperor could live on one of

the straight dragon lines with impunity – but were part of

the land’s natural condition in tandem with the curved or

meandering tiger lines. Devereux cites the kilometre-long

straight road that leads from the entrance to the valley of
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the imperial tombs near Beijing, to the Great Red Gate of

the mortuary complex, and continues to a pavilion that

signifies the start of the Spirit Way. Here, the Dragon and

Phoenix Gate ‘stands full square across the road, in order

to deflect malevolent spirits which can only fly in straight

lines’ [cited in Devereux 1992b: 131].

This is an impressive piece of evidence. Devereux adds

that there is ‘no doubt that the early Chinese religious

traditions, such as Taoism, had shamanic antecedents’

and notes ‘a use of straight roads to guide the dead

emperor’s spirit to the necropolis’. He then makes this

telling observation: ‘Clearly, the emperors could use

straight lines, while the general populace were told to

avoid them’ [Devereux 1992b: 131].

Devereux’s discussion of feng shui as spirit-paths follows

on from this. The spirits (i.e. demons) that travel along

dragon lines are destructive. In fact, there is absolutely

nothing to suggest that they are spirits of the dead – they

are malign entities whose actions and nature are inimical

to every living thing. They carry with them a quality

known as sha ch’i – literally ‘bad breath’ – that degrades

the ch’i that gives life and growth. It is here that

Devereux misses the point entirely. Already locked into

the belief that straight lines denote kingship, he interprets

the Emperor’s place on straight axial roads as if it were

akin to the Indo-European model of kingship. And indeed

it is – but Devereux thinks Indo-European kingship is an

extension of shamanism, and it is not. The Emperor lives

at the notional nexus of all straight dragon lines because

he is demonstrating mastery over demonic influences. He
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is unaffected by their baleful power, and is showing

himself to be the rightful protector of the realm. In effect,

the Emperor is a living ‘spirit baffle’, to use Devereux’s

term. If the Emperor can use the dragon lines himself, it is

not because of any implicit correlation between kingship

and straight lines but because the ability to do so

epitomises his superior nature and symbolises his own

obligations to land and people.

Even with this reservation, feng shui is easily the best

evidence for straight-line spirit travel in Europe and Asia.

Feng shui is also a system of proven antiquity, unlike the

German Geisterwegen, and is unambiguous and well-

documented. The Irish belief in fairy paths, which

Devereux compares with the straight lines of feng shui,

are of unknown age. Most of the evidence for them is

anecdotal, and dates from the nineteenth century and

later.

Are the fairy paths of Ireland straight? Paul Devereux

says so, and John Michell agrees with him. Michell links

the ‘fairy pass’ to legends of tunnels connecting various

ancient sites. He notes that the line of such tunnels is

marked by phantoms appearing above ground, and quotes

Winifred Haward: ‘We have plenty of evidence to show

that the legend of an underground passage indicates a real

secret route above ground’ [Michell 1993: 13]. Michell

has long noted the connection between straight lines and

supernatural creatures.

The problem here is that the straightness of fairy paths

does not seem to be accorded sole emphasis in first-hand

accounts, or in immediate secondary sources.2 Dermot
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MacManus reports one case where a man’s children

began to die one by one after he had built an extension to

his house that ‘just obtruded into a straight line between

two neighbouring fairy forts’; but another man began to

build a new house thinking he was safe after examining

the local fairy forts and finding that the site ‘was not in a

direct line between any two of them’ [MacManus 1959:

101, 104]. Implicit in this is that the last was not a straight

path. MacManus only comments on straightness or

otherwise in these two cases. Evans-Wentz notes a

number of fairy paths from various countries, but does

not mention straightness. He does quote an account of

one Irish fairy procession that would go ‘from Rath

Ringlestown… across Tara road, pass round certain

bushes which have not been disturbed for ages… One of

the passes used by this procession happened to be

between two mud-wall houses’ [Evans-Wentz 1911: 33].

This account implies that the procession took a number of

paths, not a single straight route. Moreover, it went

around bushes – therefore it could not have travelled in a

straight line.

Of course, there is another problem. Most such accounts

appear in literature after 1925 – in other words, there is a

genuine risk of their being influenced by Watkins’ ley

theory. In the late 1920s and early 1930s ley-hunting

became a popular pastime in the British Isles, and also in

parts of Europe. Straight alignment of prehistoric

structures was even widely discussed before Watkins

[Devereux 1992b: ch. 1]. While we would undoubtedly

be foolish to dismiss all stories of straight fairy paths, we
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should be cautious. Since Watkins, the straightness of

routes between ancient sites has become axiomatic in

some quarters. To be blunt, it would be safest to assume

that most straight fairy paths recorded in the British Isles

after 1925 are suspect, especially given that many of the

folklorists and antiquarians who recorded them were also

ley-hunters. Evans-Wentz, writing before 1911, does not

say that fairy paths are straight lines. MacManus, writing

in the late 1950s, does – but even then it is as good as

admitted that straightness is not paramount.

3. ShortCuts

The idea that legendary subterranean passages reflect a

real secret route above ground is interesting. One thinks

of the famous nineteenth-century American ‘underground

railroad’ that took runaway slaves to safety in the

abolitionist northern states. Even today the term

‘underground’ is used to denote artistic or political

movements that are either wholly secret or reserved for

the cognoscenti. The term ‘underground’ signifies

something secret or hidden, but still refers to something

that is real enough. In the present context the opposite

equation seems to be true: legends of ‘real’ secret routes

above ground are indications that an underworld road is

meant. Tunnels linking magical sites are an evocative

symbol for either instantaneous travel between points, or

for travelling invisibly between places. But do tunnels

signify movement along a straight line, either shamanic or

mundane? There does not appear to be any evidence for

such movement other than the a priori assumption of
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straight lines as the preferred mode of travel for spirits. In

any case, as Phil Quinn notes, ‘Ghosts and spirits

following the courses of underground passages are

encountered across the world such as in the Mayan areas

of Central America, but appear to be rare in a European

context – is this purely due to the lack of research, or is it

a genuine cultural artefact?’ [Quinn 1997: 15].

Speculation on that particular question is outside the

remit of the present study. But if legendary tunnels

linking magical sites are symbols of instantaneous or

invisible travel between them, they are also an ironic

metaphor for the kind of logic that characterises much

thinking about straight spirit paths: tunnel vision. The

argument goes from evidence to conclusion with nothing

in between. Sometimes evidence presented within the

context of straight-line spirit travel actually contradicts

that thesis, but is incorporated into the canon without

comment.

Devereux discusses two interesting examples of fairy

paths in Ireland. One, recounted by W.Y. Evans-Wentz

[1911: 55], runs from a small hill near Mount Temple in

Sligo. According to the informant, the fairies would

‘come out like an army and march along the road to the

strand’. The accompanying photograph shows a section

of this road – and it is just a road, slightly curved. The

informant does not say that the fairy procession was made

in a straight line. Another Sligo fairy road consists of a

‘long straight road’ leading directly from a ‘fairy fort’ and

passing by several others. The photograph shows an

impressively straight road, as described. The map shows
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that it is a mile long. Unfortunately, we are not told

whether the local population regard the ‘fairy forts’ (there

are only three of them, though Devereux’s text implies

more) as such. Devereux himself has ‘little doubt that it is

the trace of a fairy pass’. In other words, the fairy

provenance of this road has been assumed because of its

straightness. We are given no clue as to the age of the

road or any of the surrounding farms or houses.

Ulrich Magin traces links between spirit-paths and the

Wild Hunt of north European folklore. He notes that the

hunt ‘always takes the same route’. When houses are built

on the Wild Hunt’s favoured path, the hunt tears them

down. Magin cites an instance in Thieringen where the

occupant would open a door and window so the hunt

could pass through unhindered, a situation not dissimilar

to the Irish fairy pass. Magin notes fourteen such routes,

but adds that ‘None of these routes is a straight track, as

far as I have been able to check them’ [Magin 1993: 30-

1].

The Selenga Buryats of Mongolia venerate the spirit of a

woman who died of an unspecified disease by a tree on a

hillside. Her horse wandered off and was killed and eaten

by members of another clan, who were then stricken with

a deadly sickness. This only came to an end when

sacrifices were made to the spirits of the woman and her

steed. The dead woman is now believed to be the

guardian spirit of a place called güideltei gazar, ‘running-

track land’, which lies between two hills. Caroline

Humphrey explains that this idea of the track is actually

related to ‘the movement of women between male social
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groups, a movement which often fails in one way or

another’ [Humphrey 1995: 150-1]. In other words,

giiideltei gazar represents the liminal status of a woman

whose retreat from marriage has left her bereft of clan or

family membership. In a short discussion of Humphrey’s

study, Paul Devereux notes the ‘running-track’ idea and

the associated geographical features, and makes much of

the güidel being ‘the track of a spirit or animal’. He

makes no mention of the story’s immediate social context

— which Humphrey makes explicit — or of the absence

of specified straightness [Devereux 1997a: 9; 1997c: 217-

8].

One could go on at length in this vein. Tunnels that may

or may not have anything to do with spirit-paths or

straight lines; ‘straight’ fairy paths of indeterminate age

that may not be either fairy paths or straight at all;

genuine spirit-paths presented as part of the straight-line

theory but which are cheerfully acknowledged to be

anything but straight; allegorical spirit-paths taken out of

context. The real glimmers of straight spirit-paths occur

in the Americas — outside the relevant historical cultural

context — and in China, where they belong to a dual

system of straight and curvilinear lines. Otherwise, the

evidence, as in the case of the shamans’ straight-line

journeys, turns out to be little more than an inferred

straightness based on prior assumptions.

4. RoadstoHeaven, RoadstoHell

According to Snorri Sturluson’s Gylfaginning, written

early in the thirteenth century, when Baldr dies the road
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to Niflhel is taken by Hermóðr, who rides ‘for nine nights

through dark and deep valleys’ until he comes to the river

Gjǫll and crosses its echoing bridge. From there ‘down 

and northwards lies the road to Hel’ [Gylfaginning 49.

Sturluson 1982: 47]. In the poem Baldrs draumar it is

Óðinn who rides to the realm of the grim goddess, but the

way is not described, except to say that it echoes –

foldvegr dunði `the earth-way resounded’ [Baldrs

draumar 3; cf. Larrington 1996: 243]. Other Germanic

characters – such as Hadingus and Brynhildr – also take

the road to the land of the dead, but its straightness or

otherwise is not remarked upon. There is nothing to say

that the road is straight, nor anything to suggest that it is

crooked – but there are barriers and dangers along the

way [Ellis 1943: 170ff].

Indeed, there is no clear conceptualisation of the road to

the land of the dead in ancient Germanic myth and

literature, let alone any belief that the road was straight.

But are there identifiable signals of straight spirit-paths

from other Indo-European sources? Bruce Lincoln

foreshadowed part of the shamanic landscapes hypothesis

when he asserted that there are two basic otherworld

roads in Indo-European tradition, exemplified by the

goðvegr and helvegr of Norse myth – ‘godroad’ and ‘hel-

road’ mentioned in some Old Icelandic texts. Equivalent

dual carriageways can be found in ancient Indian

scripture: the devayána and pitryana – ‘Path of the Gods’

and ‘Path of the Fathers’); in Plato’s Gorgias, where two

paths diverge from a crossroads, one leading to Tartaros,
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the other to the Isles of the Blessed; in Virgil’s Aeneid;

and in several other Greek texts. According to Lincoln,

‘One of these, characterized as well lit, straight, and

easy to travel, ascends to a pleasant celestial world,

where one dwells happily, feasting in the company of

the gods. The other path, predictably enough,

contrasts to the first in its particulars, being depicted

as dark, dreary, twisting, and treacherous, as it

descends to a gloomy underworld marked by tedium,

suffering, filth, and bad food’ [Lincoln 1991: 119-20].

Who takes which path is decided on moral grounds: the

righteous head heavenwards and have an easy time on the

way, while those who fail to make the grade are doomed

to descend. At last we seem to have some inkling of

straight spirit-paths in Indo-European mythological,

philosophical or religious texts. But we must beware.

Unfortunately for Lincoln’s description of the

heavenward path, the goðvegr is not described in texts

where it is named, and the only probable description

occurs in Helgakviða Hundingsbana 11.49: ‘It is time for

me to ride along the blood-red roads, to set the pale horse

to tread the path in the sky; I must cross the bridge in the

sky-vault…’[Larrington 1996: 140]

Which is not very illuminating. Worse still, the numerous

references Lincoln gives for the paths devayána and

pitryana in the Rig Veda and Atharva Veda tell us nothing

at all, except that they are ‘ancient’, ‘lofty’, ‘broad’ and

lead to one’s ancestors in the next world. Furthermore,

they are said to be united and travel together. The only
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real distinction is that one is associated with mind, the

other with spirit. In Gorgias Plato’s roads start out from

the same place, the meadow of judgement — not really a

crossroads as such — but take different directions. Much

the same is true of the paths to heaven and hell in The

Republic, where an account of them is given by Er, who

had been thought dead but came back to life. The celestial

road is clean and takes a little time to travel, but the road

to the underworld is dusty and takes a thousand years to

complete. Their relative straightness is not remarked

upon.

Virgil’s first-century BCE account broadly accords with

Plato’s description of the roads to afterlife, written about

three hundred years earlier. When Aeneas and the

Cumaean Sybil take the road to the underworld, they

come to a place where, the Sybil tells him,

hic locus est, partis ubi se uia findit in ambas: dextera

quae Ditis magni sub moenia tendit, hac iter Elysium

nobis; at laeua malorum exercet poenas et ad impia

Tartara mittit.

‘this is the place where the road splits into two ways;

the one on the right, stretches beneath the mighty

ramparts of Dis, this is the way you travel to Elysium;

but the left hand takes one evil men to ceaseless

punishment in godless Tartaros.’ [Aeneid 6.540-3]

One popular modern translation states that the right-hand

road ‘goes straight to Pluto’s mighty battlements’ [Virgil

1958: 163], which if taken at face value might lend false
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hope to those seeking a straight road of the dead.

However, the Latin is plain enough, and straightness does

not come into it: tendit means ‘reaching’, ‘stretching to’,

and so on in the Latin original. Likewise the road to

Tartaros has no sense of either straightness or

crookedness.

Once again, no helpful description is given. In point of

fact, of all the texts Lincoln cites only the Aeneid

supports Lincoln’s description of the two paths – at least,

in terms of the filth and mire of the way to Tartaros – but

their straightness or crookedness are not specified.

Even in British folklore the otherworld road is not

thought of as straight. Far from it. One of the most

famous spirit-paths of all is the road to Elfland in the

ballad Thomas of Ercildoune and the Queen of Elf-Land,

known from three fifteenth-century manuscripts. The

Queen of Elfland shows Thomas four roads, the ways to

conventional Christian versions of the next world:

‘Seese thu nowe yone faire waye,

That lyggies over yone beghe montayne?

Yone es the waye to heven for aye,

When synfull sawles have duryd ther payne.

Seese thu nowe yone other waye,

That lyggis lawe by nethe yone rysse?

Yone es the waye, the sothe to say,

Unto the joye of paradyse.

Seese thu yitt yone thrid waye,

That lyggis under yone grene playne?

Yone es the waye, with tene and traye,
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Whare synfull saulis suffirris thare payne.

Bot seese thu nowe yone fourt waye,

That lygges over yone depe delle?

Yone es the waye, the sothe to saye,

Unto the brennande fyre of hell.’

A later ballad version known as Thomas the Rhymer,

collected in the early nineteenth century, tells of three

roads:

‘O see ye not yon narrow road,

So thick beset with thorns and briers?

That is the path of righteousness,

Though after it but few enquires.

And see ye not that braid braid road,

That lies across that lily leven?

That is the path of wickedness,

Though some call it the road to heaven.

And see ye not that bonny road

That winds about the fernie brae?

That is the road to fair Elfland,

Where thou and I this night maun gae.’

The historical Thomas of Ercildoune (Earlston, near

Berwick-on-Tweed) was reputed to have the gifts of

prophecy and second sight, and legend has branded him

an acquaintance of the Queen of Elfland. Evidently he

was credited with being able to see otherworld roads. In

the early version of the story no road to Elfland is

mentioned, but Thomas is able to see that land from the

same vantage-point that gives him sight of the roads – in
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splendid liminal fashion, access to Elfland appears to lie

at a crossroads. But the roads themselves are not

described except in terms of direction.

Likewise, the first two roads of the later ballad are not

described, except that one is narrow, the other broad. But

the road to Elfland winds about the fernie brae. It

meanders.

5. TheEasyWay, andtheHardWay

Clearly, otherworld roads are rarely conceived as being

straight. An eleventh-century Russian account of a

supernatural mountain region known to a Uralic people,

the Jugrers, tells us that ‘there is also a road to these

mountains, which is impassable, because of the many

precipices, deep snow and forest, an therefore always

inaccessible’ [Pettersson 1987: 73]. The description

suggests that this is not a straight road. Where relative

straightness is stated explicitly, it is crooked, meandering

roads that are deemed worthy of note. This is precisely

the situation with regard to shamanic travel, and is hardly

a surprise considering that they exist within the same

cosmological framework. Indeed, once we have

considered Eurasian traditions of shamanic travel, it is

predictable.

There are two basic types of otherworld road. The one

that leads skyward is sometimes quicker and easier to

travel than the one that leads downward. This is nothing

to do with the sky-road being straight, or the hell-road

being crooked. The celestial journey is really a flight, and
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flying is a faster way to journey than taking an earthly

road. It need not be straighter, or even more direct, to be

less arduous or time-consuming than walking. In any

case, Plato’s roads are a composite of myth and allegory,

and the roads are not entirely what they seem. Franz

Cumont, covering more or less the same ground as

Lincoln, points out that the Graeco-Roman roads to the

after-life are deceitful: the way that looks easy is really

the road of vice and idleness, while the way that looks

tough is the one that leads to greater reward [Cumont

1922: 150-1]. The oldest Greek form (eighth century

BCE) is given by Hesiod, who differentiates the roads by

three criteria: length, steepness and ease of travel:

‘ … Badness can be caught

In great abundance, easily; the road

To her is level, and she lives near by.

But Good is harder, for the gods have placed

In front of her much sweat; the road is steep

And long and rocky at the first, but when

You reach the top, she is not hard to find.’

[Works and Days 285-92; Hesiod 1973: 67-68]

Here we see that the celestial path is not always the easier

of the two. This idea that the road to heaven is actually

the more difficult way, also seen in the two versions of

the story of Thomas the Rhymer, is the common pattern

of medieval Christian otherworld journeys, based on the

theme of the narrow way to life and the broad way to

destruction preached in the Sermon on the Mount,

according to Matthew 7:13-14 [Zaleski 1987: 56-7]. The
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relative difficulty of the two roads may once not have

been an important factor in the otherworld journey. All

we can say for sure is that one road leads upward, the

other down.

The motif of the two roads almost certainly has nothing at

all to do with neuropsychology. Carol Zaleski, comparing

medieval otherworld journeys with recent accounts of

near-death experience, makes this point.

‘A significant difference, though, is the absence of the

two paths motif in modern accounts. Despite the

diverse topographic imagery, modern near-death

literature assumes tht there are no radical partings of

the way. Medieval vision stories, on the other hand,

divide otherworld traffic, for didactic reasons, into

broad and narrow, dark and light, descending and

ascending ways. Modern accounts tell us that despite

the differences in individual experiences, all move in

one direction fromn darkness to light, from death to

heaven.’ [Zaleski 1987: 122]

This could not be clearer. The journey from this world to

the next is structured according to acculturated

expectations of otherworld travel. Any distinctions

between the roads are derived from traditional

cosmology, not from the neuropsychology of ecstatic

trance, nor from the near-death experience. Of course it is

the biochemistry of the brain that stimulates the ecstatic

or mortuary journey — but the form and structure of the

journey is determined by culture and belief. Jeremy Harte

notes that this also applies to the ‘light at the end of the
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tunnel’ variety of near-death experience reported today,

which owes much more to late medieval ideas of the

afterlife than it does to any truly archaic tradition [Harte

1997].

6. StrayingandWandering

The evidence from Eurasian shamanism cited in the

previous chapter shows fairly conclusively that the

celestial path can be curved or twisting. Thomas the

Rhymer shows us a vision of a winding road leading to

Elfland. Given the late date of that ballad, and the fact

that there is no equivalent road in the fifteenth-century

version, we may suspect that the winding road to the

otherworld is a late addition. Yet the Korean shaman’s

toryong-gori is most definitely an erratic circling that

represents the journey to the otherworld. So is the

Mongol shaman’s `blocked and crooked up road’ that is,

as Caroline Humphrey asserts, a flight, a journey through

the sky. But perhaps the most telling account of the soul’s

journey to the next world is attributed to Plutarch. This

likens the travels of the dead soul to initiation into the

‘great mysteries’:

‘In the beginning there is straying and wandering, the

weariness of running this way and that, and nervous

journeys through darkness that reach no goal, and

then immediately before the consummation every

possible terror, shivering and trembling and sweating

and amazement. But after this a marvellous light

meets the wanderer, and open country and meadow
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lands welcome him; and in that place there are voices

and dancing and the solemn majesty of sacred music

and holy visions.’ [Moralia XV.178]

This may not accurately reflect the initiations of Eleusis,

but there is no doubt at all that for this Greek of the first

century CE the way to the otherworld was anything but a

straight road.

Samuel Pyeatt Menefee has seen circumambulation as the

way of entering the otherworld. He cites a number of

examples of circling in connection with monumental

structures from the Neolithic to the Iron Age and much

later in Britain – this enables one to see the Devil, the

fairies and other spectral figures, or opens the door to an

otherworld. Churches and crossroads also figure in the

catalogue of significant structures. Such beliefs are

recorded from the Middle Ages to the present day

[Menefee 1985]. As we have seen already,

circumambulation occurs in the otherworld journey of the

Korean dead. It also features in Japanese asceticism and

ancient Indo-European funerary rites. G.R Levy [1948]

also recognises the importance of circling or spiral ways

to the otherworld realm of the dead, in many cultures

across the globe. She traces the idea back to the

Palaeolithic.

We shall return to circumambulation in the next chapter.

For now it is enough to note that Indo-European myth and

ritual place no emphasis on straight roads leading to any

kind of otherworld, and that the same is true of Altaic and

Uralic tradition. We cannot characterise roads to heaven
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by their straightness, or roads to the underworld by

crookedness. This means that a route cannot be said to be

straight just because it leads to the celestial abode of the

gods. The sky-roads are not de facto straight roads. They

are just roads.
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1. EuropeanDeath-Roads

The third strand in the now-familiar hypothesis is the

phenomenon of paths used to carry the dead to their final

resting-place. In the Netherlands there are some that are

straight. This is ‘as clear an association with straight lines

and the dead as one could expect to find’ [Devereux

1992b: 123].

The Dutch death-roads – doodwegen, lijkwegen,

spokenwegen – were first brought to the attention of

geomancers by John Palmer in 1989. Palmer identified
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three straight roads converging on a raised cemetery (St

Janskerhof) on a heath between Laren and Hilversum in

Holland. He noted the the age of the roads is unknown,

but they are thought to be at least medieval. The chapel of

St Janskerhof is not ancient, but the cemetery may well be

[Palmer 1989]. One doodweg was found to have been laid

out in 1643, but the others are ‘much older… though their

actual age is unknown’. ‘Thus’ writes Palmer, ‘the

tradition was still active until the seventeenth century’.

The present chapel replaced one built around 1600;

Palmer’s enquiries elicited verbal accounts of medieval-

style bricks discovered at the site [Palmer 1992: 6].

Palmer has brought a number of other doodwegen into the

arena. One, at the Belgian town of Marche-en-Famenne,

begins at a cross and passes right through the town,

straight up a hill to the site of a fourteenth-century chapel.

The path is 1,350 yards long. By the chapel is a

devotional cave known as the ‘Tomb of Christ’ and a

hollow, ‘either a natural feature or else an original

recluse’s or druidic shaman’s cell’ [Palmer 1992: 6].

These examples are typical of this strand of the spirit-line

hypothesis. There is no doubt that these doodwegen are

absolutely straight, and they would seem to be

incontrovertible proof of an archaic connection between

straight lines and the spirits of the dead. But it is not to

be. The Dutch cemeteries and chapels associated with the

death-roads can be dated to the Middle Ages. They have

been quite well documented and subject to official

inspection and restriction. John Palmer found that they

usually converge on cemeteries; that an old law once



Straight Track, Crooked Road

64

forbade the transport of corpses for burial except by these

roads; and their straightness was stressed by the taking of

an oath concerning their upkeep [Devereux 1992b: 123-

4].

But what do we really have? The St Janskerhof doodweg

can only be dated back to around 1600 with any certainty.

Was the ‘tradition’ really ‘still alive’ in the seventeenth

century, as Palmer suggests? Or is that when it started?

The bricks may have been genuinely medieval, but that

means nothing as far as the roads are concerned. The

seventeenth century was characterised by a swelling

interest in formal gardens and landscaping, with straight

lines, geometrical patterns and aligned features to the

fore. If the dated road was laid down in 1643, one

suspects that the others are not a great deal older.

The Marche-en-Famenne death-road appears to be

nothing of the kind. The town is old, and the supposed

‘death-road’ looks suspiciously like one axis of the

common cruciform town layout. The chapel is fourteenth-

century. Is there any actual evidence of this being either

an ancient spirit-path? Not at all. The ‘Tomb of Christ’

does not seem particularly ancient. Palmer’s speculations

concerning the past use of the cave and hollow are both

misleading and irrelevant. Postulating past shamanic use

just because of the straight road is nothing more than

back-formation based on wishful thinking.

These Dutch and Belgian doodwegen appear to be little

more than accidents of medieval town planning and early

modern landscaping. Until some evidence of genuine

antiquity comes to light, that is how they must be
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regarded. Even if they are one day proven to be relics of

an ancient funerary custom, are they in any way typical of

western Europe?

Ironically, it is Palmer himself who provides details of a

Dutch corpse-way that is not straight, or at least not

entirely. This lijkweg runs from the village of Vilt

(Limburg) to the church of Houthem-St Gerlach. The

road runs dead straight for about a kilometre from the

latter (built early in the eighteenth century) to the

Koningswinkelbrug over the Geul river – though the

bridge is reached by a south-easterly path intersected by

the lijkweg (in other words, the route is no longer dead

straight). From the bridge a ‘straight, raised path’ leads

south-east to a hill, the Houthemberg. At this point the

road becomes a hollow way, veering south-south-west for

a short distance. Then it begins to wind, becoming nearly

straight as it approaches the summit. It ends at the

Valkenburg to Maastricht road where it passes through

the village of Broekhem [Palmer 1994].

For this lijkweg only around half the route consists of a

single, uninterrupted straight line. The rest is winding, or

is made up of short straight sections at angles to one

another. Once again, despite the fact that the region

shows signs of habitation from the Neolithic onward,

features associated with the corpse-way seem to be

medieval or early modern. What is more, the Romans are

known to have built roads in the vicinity [Palmer 1994: 8;

see also Palmer 1997b]. And we all know the proverbial

straightness of Roman roads. Palmer gives a wealth of

peripheral detail, but much of it is designed to impress
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upon us the historicity of the area. Some of it – such as

his musings on the name Koningswinkelbrug which

coincides with a sharp turn in the straight road leading

from the church of St Gerlach – is barely relevant, except

to establish very slender links to other aspects of the

shamanic landscapes theory. ‘How now, not straight?’

asks the author. But we are never told. The winding

section is mentioned twice, then ignored in favour of

straightness.

At Mont Ventoux near Avignon, ‘an exceedingly old road

leads down “deep and straight” from an isolated chapel…

to a large group of fifth-century Merovingian tombs’

[Devereux 1997c: 232]. Unfortunately Devereux’s

account of this French ‘death-road’ is vague:

‘exceedingly old’ could mean just about anything. The

location, deep in what was once Roman Gaul, suggests

that the road is a Roman way of some kind. No date is

given for the chapel. When evidence is presented in this

way it is impossible, without a great deal of further

research, to say in what order chapel, tombs and road

were constructed. If the road is of Roman construction,

the dates of chapel and tombs are only relevant in that

they confirm a tendency to place such things on Roman

roads, for whatever reason. Unfortunately we are not told

enough to allow an informed evaluation.

Corpse-ways also occur in Britain. In Cornwall, the

Zennor Churchway runs from St Ives to Pendeen, a

distance of ten miles. Given the terrain of the area, we are

told, ‘it would seem impossible to lay out an almost

straight route on a virtually level plane’ for that distance.
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Craig Weatherhill [1993], discussing this ‘classical

Cornish coffin line’ is wrong on one count at least – if

there is one word that cannot be applied to this line, it is

the word ‘straight’. It runs vaguely north-east to south-

west, meanders and veers all over the place, and is only

straight in such short sections that it barely matters.

Another Cornish coffin line ‘aligns directly’ to the

churchyard at St Levan’s, overlooking Porth Chapel bay.

According to legend it was trodden by the sixth-century

saint Levan, whose journey from Bodellan was

interrupted when he met a woman at Rospletha. From

Rospletha, the path changes direction so that it goes

straight to the churchyard, leading to a large split boulder,

‘clearly originally a pagan holy feature’ [Devereux

1997c: 231]. Photographs of the path, taken from the

Rospletha end, show that the path does head in a roughly

straight line toward the church, and the change of

direction coincides with a wayside cross [Devereux

1997c: 231; 1993]. However, the straight path from there

is little more than a track crossing a couple of fields.

From the photographs the cross seems to mark a slight

rise, and one could suggest that it is the landmark coffin-

bearers once sighted upon before they could see the

church itself. Where the path meets the churchyard

boundary, there is a stone structure the same size and

shape as a coffin, obviously where the bearers would rest

their burden while they composed themselves and

mopped their brows before solemnities proceeded. To see

this track as evidence for a widespread tradition of

straight-line funeral processions seems optimistic in the
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extreme.

Two South Gloucestershire corpse-ways

(after Quinn 1997).

Phil Quinn [1997] gives several examples of funeral paths

in Somerset and Gloucestershire, but they are only

straight in very short sections, if at all. Quinn refers to an

interesting Somerset legend that tells how monks were

taken for burial along a secret passage from St Kew’s

Chapel on Worlebury Hill to Woodspring Priory. This is

interesting because a rhyne (a drainage ditch) runs in a
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straight line between the two sites. Unfortunately Quinn

does not tell us how old the rhyne is in relation to the

chapel and priory, but he does speculate that the legend

may recall a time when the dead were taken by boat

across the marsh, as it was before drainage, as they were

at Glastonbury. There is no suggestion that the rhyne

inspired the legend, or that the legend inspired the rhyne.

Once more the spirit-line hypothesis founders for want of

evidence. Where corpse-ways are straight, there is no

evidence of antiquity. Where there is evidence of

antiquity there is no evidence for straightness. The

exception to this rule is the straight corpse-road or church

way made from Roman roads, where the original purpose

was secular. The straight doodwegen and similar dead-

roads in the Netherlands are not at all typical of bona fide

corpse-ways or funerary routes elsewhere in Europe. And

in modern folklore there is considerable evidence to show

that straight routes are often actively avoided.

2. TheLongWayRound

Ruth Richardson notes nineteenth- and twentieth-century

English funerary processions that ‘took the form of

perambulation, eschewing the shortest route for a

roundabout one which took in stops at the dead person’s

regular public house, or work-place, or some other site

which had an association with the deceased’ – stopping

places for other funerals she classes as ‘linear’ because

they are natural barriers or boundaries on a direct route

(as distinct from a straight one). She also reminds us that

in north-east Scotland from the 1600s to the present,
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coffins were borne sunwise round the cemetery, which

resembles the custom in Lincolnshire at the turn of the

century [Richardson 1993].

Outside the Indo-European-speaking world, we find

similar customs. The traditional Mordvin funeral

procession goes along a temporary road made of conifer

branches. ‘It does not follow a straight course but circles

important places such as the church’. An identical custom

exists among the transplanted Karelians of Tver’ in

Russia [Honko et al 1994: 575ff]. It is quite clear that

straight-line corpse-bearing is not a significant part of

Uralic tradition, if it exists at all.

To what extent the modern perambulations and

circumambulations reflect older practices is unclear.

Some ancient funerary rites involved warriors circling the

burial mound of a leader or hero on horseback. This

occurs in ancient Greece, if the funeral of Patroclus in

Iliad XXIII has any foundation in truth: ‘Achilles led the

way, and the mourning company drove their long-maned

horses three times round the dead’ [Homer 1950: 412].

Virgil tells us that the same thing occurred at the funeral

of Pallas: ‘Then, girt with their shining arms, they circled

thrice the kindled pyres; thrice ceremonially they rode on

horseback round the sad fire of death’ [Aeneid XI; Virgil

1958: 284-5]. Beowulf indicates that a similar custom

existed in early medieval Scandinavia, and perhaps

England: ‘Then those brave in Battle, the children of

princes, twelve in all, rode round the mound’ [Beowulf

3169-70; Swanton 1978: 184-7]. H.R. Ellis Davidson,

noting that other aspects of funerary rites in Beowulf tend
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to agree with archaeological evidence of the sixth and

seventh centuries, writes: ‘Nor does there seem any

reason to reject the ritual of the twelve nobles riding

round the burial mound, reciting a dirge in praise of the

dead hero, as being contrary to early Germanic tradition’

[Garmonsway, Simpson and Davidson 1980: 362].

A similar ride was made by the followers of Attila: ‘The

finest horsemen in the whole Hunnish nation rode round

and round the place where he was laid, as if in the circus

games’ [Jordanes, Getica 49; Garmonsway, Simpson and

Davidson 1980: 340]. These circlings occurred after

interment, so may not strictly refer to the post-mortem

journey of the deceased; or they may symbolise such a

journey, as is the case for the Korean shamanic funeral

cited previously. But Martin Puhvel recognises a thread

of continuity between these funerals and similar customs

in different parts of Europe.

In nineteenth-century Prussia, mourners would walk three

times around the hearse when it arrived at the graveyard.

In nineteenth century Saxony and Lappland, the laid-out

corpse would be circled, whereas in Norway in the same

century the horse would be unharnessed and made to

walk around it three times before the coffin could be

unloaded. The custom in East Frisia and Altmark

(Germany), was for the grave to be circled three times, a

ritual observed in seventeenth-century Saxony. Similar

circlings are recorded in Hungary and Ireland earlier this

century, and if an Old Irish life of St Columba is to be

believed, among the pagan Celts of northern Britain.

According to the Irish text corpses taken to Iona for burial
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were laid on a mound called Eala, and mourners would

walk round it three times. Puhvel gives one particularly

interesting example from a Uralic culture:

‘Among the Finno-Ugric Cheremiss of north-eastern

Russia, the grave was on the occasion of the memorial

feast for the dead forty days after burial circled by a

train of horse-carriages while the spirit of the departed

one was solemnly invited to enter the lead wagon, to

be ceremoniously conveyed to the festivities at his

former home.’ [Puhvel 1983: 109]

While this sort of thing is, as Puhvel asserts, a way of

paying tribute to the deceased, the Cheremis ritual — an

account from early this century — hints at something

more. Bearing in mind Menefee’s argument, is this

funerary circling derived from an ancient custom of

accompanying the dead part-way to the next world? Do

the dead heroes of Beowulf and the Iliad ride to the

otherworld with a living guard of honour? In this context

we must remember the ancient practice of horse-sacrifice

and burial that accompanied the funerals of high-ranking

members of early Indo-European societies and other

nomadic steppe peoples. The Scythian royal funerals

reported by Herodotus include a perambulation of the

dead king in a wagon through all the Scythian lands,

visiting every tribe under his dominion. On the first

anniversary of the monarch’s death, the Scyths sacrificed

fifty men and fifty horses, which were preserved by

stuffing with herbs and set in a circle around the king’s

burial mound [The Histories 4.71-2; Herodotus 1972:
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293-4]. This harsh rite is surely tied in with the

circumambulations described by Homer, Jordanes, Virgil

and the author of Beowulf — but it has it must also be

seen in the context of the entire funeral. In this sense, it

ties in with the subject of the next chapter.

The Cheremis funeral is clearly nothing to do with

circling the final resting-place to confuse the dead and

prevent its re-entry to this world. Likewise the funeral

perambulations cited by Richardson, which are evidently

designed to reaffirm the deceased’s connections with the

people and places familiar in life. Menefee’s suggestion

that circling opens the door between worlds is the key to

this: circumambulation of the grave enables the spirit to

move from one world to the other. Where measures are

taken to prevent the return of the dead, more practical

means are often employed.3
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1. TheKing’sHighway

The intimate connection between the way we think and

the way we use language has been acknowledged for a

long time. With this in mind, Paul Devereux – following

the lead of Jim Kimmis [Devereux 1992b: 103-20;

Kimmis 1980] – has paid close attention to Indo-

European words denoting straightness, specifically the

etymon *reg-. From this have sprung a complex of words

relating to physical straightness, kingship, governance

and morality. Folllowing this, the identification of the

king with the land he rules, as expressed in Arthurian
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legend and other Indo-European traditions, has been

requisitioned to help explain straight lines in the

landscape. This has been linked to the idea of the ‘king’s

highway’ or royal road, some examples of which are

indeed straight. Devereux sees Indo-European kingship as

a development of shamanism – the magician becomes

king – and cites J.G. Frazer’s belief that ‘magicians

appear to have often developed into chiefs and kings’

[Frazer 1922: 109], and also the dual sovereignty

postulated for the early Indo-Europeans by Georges

Dumézil. This duality is typified by the Indian pair Mitra

and Varuna, the god of contract and law in tandem with

the ‘binder’ of demons, a divine shaman [Dumézil 1988].

Religious control lay in the hands of the ritual-magical

ruler, the priest; whereas secular power was concentrated

in the legal-contractual ruler, the king. However, both

grew from the same institution, a chief who ruled by

virtue of closeness to the gods and prowess in the magical

arts.

In Devereux’s interpretation the terminology of kingship

is expressed in physical manipulation of the landscape.

Kingship is symbolically imposed and reinforced by the

construction of straight roads and other structures. The

priest, like his predecessor the shaman, is involved with

this regulatory symbolism. The priest is also the king’s

alter-ego, his ritual twin. The two offices are effectively

the adaptation of shamanist cosmology to evolving social

stratification.

So runs the theory. Is it supported in practice? Before we

can answer that question we must consider the linguistic
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evidence. Then we must appraise it in the light of

prehistoric Indo-European society.

2. RuleandRegulation

A great number of words, in most Indo-European

languages, that refer to kingship, rule, or governance are

commonly believed to derive from the root *reg-. There

is Latin rex, Italian re, French roi, Spanish rey, Rumanian

rege; Irish rí; Breton roue; Sanskrit rajan-, raj-; Gothic

reiks: all mean ‘king, ruler’.

Derivation from the same root is generally accepted for

Latin regere (direct, guide, rule); From the Latin, we have

Italian reggere and French régir (administer, manage).

There is also Sanskrit rj- (direct, attain); Dutch regeeren

(govern); Old High German rihhison, Gothic reikinon,

OE ricsian (rule, govern) and so on. These are distinct

from another common Indo-European terminology based

on the idea of power, might; and a third rooted in words

meaning ‘to steer’.

Also from *reg- comes common right hand terminology

in some middle and modern Germanic languages (but not

Gothic, Old Norse, Old English, or Old High German)

and French. The more general terminology is determined

by a group of words typified by Latin dexter, Sanskrit

daksina (meaning better, best) or the likes of Old English

swithra (strongest). Right (as opposed to ‘wrong’) is

commonly based on *reg- in Sanskrit and all the

Germanic tongues, ancient and modern; but is not typical

(although sometimes present) in other languages of the
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Indo-European family. Right (as in a privilege or legal

claim) is distributed in more or less the same way, as is

right used to mean moral correctness.

These represent a small sample of words thought to be

derived from *reg-. In spite of the usual rendering of

*reg- as ‘straight’, it is clear enough that it had more than

one meaning – or, perhaps, one basic meaning with a

number of divergent connotations, all of which are

thematically coherent:

1. Straight (in the accepted sense);

2. Upright (erect, perpendicularly straight);

3. Correct (true, in order, moral);

4. Encompassing (reaching or stretching out,

collecting), as in modern English rake, etc.

The key would appear to lie in words such as regulate,

which means to keep constant or orderly – to maintain an

accepted state of affairs. Rulers named for *reg- could be

either kings or priests; in early Latin rex apparently once

denoted the priest who drew the line of a settlement or

city – this is generally assumed to have been a straight

line, which would thus be the axis of the central sacred or

administrative precinct; but it is equally possible that it

was the boundary (which is certainly given greater

prominence in the Roman foundation myth), in which

case straightness would be a potentially defunct concept.

But this analysis does leave open a number of

circumstances in which a curved, circular, or sinuous line



Straight Track, Crooked Road

78

could, perhaps quite legitimately, be termed ‘straight’.

However, the Roman use of rex to denote a priest is not

typical of Indo-European in general.

This linguistic exercise shows that the meanings that may

originally have been ascribed to *reg- offer rather more

than just ‘straightness’ as the underlying concept. For

instance, Latin regio, from regere (direct, guide, rule),

can denote a direction, line, boundary, or – as its modern

English descendant region implies – a district. Latin

usage (which determines all the Romance words)

suggests that regula (a straight stick, bar, or template)

owes its meaning to rex or reg- compounds with

meanings relevant to kingship or rule. Regula is the

source of French regle and our own cognate, ruler.

From this we can postulate that a regula was first

conceived of as a guide (for the hand) instead of simply a

straight-edge. Something similar can be posited for the

right hand conceived as the guiding hand. A book could

be written about right hand/left hand terminology; but

here it is worth noting that the *reg- usage most probably

owes its existence to the idea of the dexter hand as the

‘true’ (steady, reliable) one, as opposed to the weak or

unreliable left.

3. *reg-anditsDistribution

The development and distribution of *reg- through the

major branches of ancient to early medieval Indo-

European can be tabulated as follows:
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1. SANSKRIT: rju- (straight); rj- (to make straight);

rajan-, raj- (king); rju- (right, moral).

2. AVESTAN (ancient Iranian): erezu- (straight);

rasta- (straight way); eresva- (right, moral).

3. OLD CHURCH SLAVONIC: no known cognates

or reflexes.

4. GREEK: orthus (straight); oregu, (to reach, stretch,

limit).

5. LATIN: rectus (straight); regere (to direct, lead);

rex (king); rectus (right, moral).

6. OLD IRISH: diriuch (straight); rigim (to stretch

out); recht (law, authority); rí (king).

7. GOTHIC: raihts (straight); (uf-)rahjan (to stretch

out); reikinon (to rule, govern); reiks ( ruler); garaihts

(right, moral); rikan (to heap up).

8. OLD NORSE: rettr, rakr (straight); rekja (to

stretch out); rettr (law, legal claim); retti (direction);

retta (to direct, rule, lead); rígr (king); rettr (right,

moral); raka (to sweep together).

9. OLD ENGLISH: riht (straight); reccan (to stretch

out); riht (justice); rihtan (to direct, rule, lead);

ricsian (to rule, govern); rica (ruler); riht (right,

moral); raca (to rake).

10. OLD HIGH GERMAN: reht (straight); recchan

(to stretch out); reht (justice); rihhison (to rule,

govern); rihhi (ruler); reht (right, moral); rehho (to

rake).
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The terminology can be categorised in the following way:

KING/RULER (noun): Avestan has no significant

cognate for ‘king’, suggesting that the Sanskrit one

may have evolved after the split between Indic and

Iranian (but see below). However, in Scythian a

deduced *-ura- ‘king’ may denote either a cognate in

undivided Indo-Iranian or later borrowings among

Iranian-speakers outside Iran itself. Greek has no

cognate form, nor has Old Church Slavonic; but

Thracian rhesos may be related. Irish and Latin forms

derive from a common Italo-Celtic cognate; and the

Germanic forms are usually accepted as a borrowing

from Celtic (Gaulish rix, etc).

STRETCH, REACH (verb): Not apparent in Sanskrit,

Avestan or Slavonic, but it does occur in Greek, Irish

and Germanic.

RULE/GOVERN (verb): Germanic, and to a lesser

extent in Irish.

LEAD/DIRECT/GUIDE (verb): Latin and Germanic;

reflexes in Irish.

(MORALLY) RIGHT (adjective): Occurs in all

except Greek (though orthus can have the same sense)

and Old Church Slavonic; but weak in Irish.

(LEGAL) RIGHT (adjective, noun): Germanic only.

SWEEP UP, HEAP UP, COLLECT (verb): Germanic

only.

STRAIGHT (adjective): All but Old Church Slavonic;
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but the derivation of Greek orthus is uncertain.

The virtual disappearance of *reg- ‘straight’ as a major

stem in Slavic is a bit of a mystery. It does occur in

modern Slavic languages with the primary meanings

‘equal’, ‘even’, ‘level’; but ‘straight’ only in a weak,

secondary sense. Knowledge of Old Church Slavonic is

limited to translations of the Bible and a few odd

fragments, so there is little to help there.

Recently, Hartmut Scharfe has proposed that the *reg-

king etymology has been interpreted incorrectly. Earliest

uses of raj in the Vedas are as a feminine noun meaning

‘strength, power’ [Scharfe 1985]. This has been allied to

Andrew Sihler’s revision of *reg- as ‘to be efficacious, to

have mana’ – this version of *reg- has nothing to do with

straightness – which implies a Proto-Indo-European word

for a protector or charismatic person, but perhaps not

strictly a king [Sihler 1977]. Winfred P. Lehmann points

out that ‘the term itself can no longer be posited for

Proto-Indo-European, but only for a sub-group of Proto-

Italic and Proto-Celtic speakers’ [Lehmann 1987: 79].

The absence of related words for a king or governance in

Avestan, early Greek, and Slavonic – ‘descended’ from

Indo-Iranian or so-called ‘southern’ Indo-European in

that rough chronological order, if not in a straight line! –

and their probable one-time absence in Germanic, would

tend to support that view.

If these views are valid, then the Indo-European *reg-

king is really only pertinent to Italo-Celtic cultures, and

those later influenced by them, and probably has no
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relevance to any European culture earlier than the late

Bronze Age or early Iron Age. This means that even if the

*reg- king does relate to *reg- ‘straight’, kingship can

have no bearing on Neolithic alignments outside the locus

of Italic and Celtic speakers. If the *reg- king

terminology is derived from the same source as *reg-

‘straight’, then the root may be given a tentative base

meaning something like ‘control(ling)/(er)’; or

‘enforce(r)/(-ing)’; or, like so many other Proto-Indo-

European words, some combination of the these, with

overtones of the other derivatives. Clues from Tocharian

(a tongue having affinities with Italo-Celtic, according to

some, though opinions vary considerably) and elsewhere

suggest an additional or alternative meaning of ‘word’,

‘speak’, so that a *reg- king might also be ‘(one whose)

word (is law/just/true)’, which would accord with

Dumézil’s juridical/contractual explanation for one half

of the first Function, sovereignty.

The thematic links between *reg- words denoting

reaching out, or stretching, with those for ‘heaping up’,

‘sweeping up’ or ‘rake’ appear to – words denoting

reaching out, or stretching, with those for ‘heaping up’,

‘sweeping up’ or ‘rake’ appear to hark back to a common

origin – but this could plausibly be due to the Germanic,

with Irish rigim being borrowed from that source, as may

recht, ‘legal right’, which has common cognates in

Germanic but not really anywhere else.

On a slightly different tack, note the striking similarity (in

verbal formation, phonology, and semantics) between the

*reg- words and a group derived from *leg(h)-. These
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include Latin lex, English law, legal, and so on. The base

meaning is pretty clearly ‘to lay down, set in place, etc’,

which has a certain relationship to some meanings of

*reg-derived words. These two stems are the source of a

very great deal of Indo-European legal/juridical

terminology. The Germanic tongues listed above use both

types, although *reg- derivatives are mostly used for law

in the general sense, with *leg(h)- words used to denote

specificity, just like lex. There is also a possible link with

homophonic Latin lex (word, phrase) from whence we

have lexicon, dyslexia, and so on. It is possible that *reg-

and *leg(h)- were once identical: the shift between r and l

is a common enough phonological quirk, and is well-

attested in Indo-European. Could it be that the two forms

discussed here are the product of such a shift at a very

early date, compounded by constant borrowings or

internal shifts in and between the various Indo-European

speakers? The language of the enigmatic Etruscans, long

considered a strictly non-Indo-European people, has often

been suggested as a relic pre-Indo-European language –

that is, it may be from one of the dialects ancestral to

Proto-Indo-European. In this context, it is interesting to

consider Etruscan lauchum (king) and lucair (to rule).

4. TheKing’sPeace

This survey of the *reg-derived words for kingship and

governance, while casting doubt on the strict application

of the terminology in discussions of straight lines and

alignments in the landscape, does no damage to the basic

idea – that kings are associated with rectitude, and with
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the maintenance of cosmic and social order. It does,

however, shed light on certain anomalies. As we have

seen, circling occurs in a number of Indo-European

funerary and regal contexts (indeed, often in connection

with royal funerals). Ritual circling of a hero’s burial

mound occurs in the Iliad and Beowulf; Herodotus

describes how deceased Scythian kings were taken on

what amounted to a complete tour of the Scythian tribes,

a custom that may be compared with the treatment of

King Frodericus corpse in the Gesta Danorum of Saxo

Grammaticus, who tells how when the king died his body

was taken round his kingdom in a wagon until it was so

decayed they had no option but to dispose of it with a

proper funeral [Gesta Danorum 8; Saxo Grammaticus

1979: 243-4]. Bruce Lincoln points out that the Scythian

royal funeral expresses the unity of sovereign and the

entirety of his people. The dead king would be taken by

members of one tribe to the next, where they would hand

over the regal corpse, receive lavish hospitality then

return home. Their hosts would then take the deceased to

the next tribe, and so on. The death of the sovereign –

who in Indo-European tradition embodies the social

totality – becomes a means of renewing social ties and

promoting friendship among different elements of the

kingdom [Lincoln 1987]. The perambulations of the dead

Frodericus – who was proverbially associated with peace,

as his name suggests – indicate that a similar state of

affairs may once have existed among the early Germans.

The medieval royal tour, which involved a monarch going

round the country and staying with each of the major
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noble families in turn, seems to have evolved from the

same underlying concept. To maintain the cosmic order, a

king is required to impose his presence upon the

landscape, and to have it imposed upon him – to become

one with it. This is done by dwelling for a time in each

part of the land, parts ruled by those who constitute the

major households of the realm. The social body is here

assimilated to the cosmic one.

By circling his realm, a king is redefining the cosmos,

reaffirming the order that dictates the shape of things. In

practical terms, he reminds his servitors and subjects of

his presence, and of his power. By circling a graveyard or

burial mound, the mourners reiterate the realm of the

dead – a kingdom in its own right, according to Indo-

European tradition, ruled by the very first king of all, the

lord of the dead, whose rule is the template for those of

this world. The existence of ‘royal roads’ and ‘dead

roads’, which are straight lines, assists in the merging of

three distinct (but linked) concepts: their straightness

echoes the legal order and moral correctness, effect the

royal or funerary journey, and demonstrate the

encompassing nature of the kingship and the physical

boundaries of the kingdom.

At least, that would be wholly true if there was any firm

evidence to support the notion that the dead and other

spirits invariably travel in straight lines. There is no such

evidence – if anything what evidence there is points away

from straight lines completely. The association of straight

lines with kingship is there for all to see. And yet the

etymological evidence points to that being a late
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development. That is, it arose after the putative Proto-

Indo-European period. Linguistic Proto-Indo-European is

not quite the same as archaeological Proto-Indo-

European. It is entirely possible that the two do not

coincide at all. The theoretical absence of *reg- ‘king’ in

early Germanic, and its definite absence in Slavic, early

Iranian and (probably) Greek indicates that it arose as a

specialised term in Italo-Celtic, and separately inIndic,

with a somewhat different meaning. The Germanic

linking of ‘reaching out’ with ‘heaping up’ may (if we

ignored the possible cognate in *leg(h)- in other branches

of Indo-European) pertain to the idea of ‘(legal) right’ in

Germanic – the complex etymology perhaps signifying

ownership of or power over a thing. Or perhaps the same

kind of protective enfolding we see when parents wrap

their arms around their children? This would fit with the

idea of a king as the nominal father of his people. The

Germanic borrowing of *reg- ‘king’ would be almost

natural, as it would have resonated with well-understood

themes that already existed in early Germanic culture. So

Charlemagne could justly be described as pater Europae

by the court poets [Wallace-Hadrill 1971: 106].

5. KingsandShamans

This is all very interesting. If people of Indo-European

linguistic culture have this built-in bias toward

associating kingship, moral correctness and social order

with straight lines, then it might help explain why we do

have an urge to (metaphorically at least) ‘put things

straight’. It would certainly go a long way toward



Straight Track, Crooked Road

87

explaining certain structures pertinent to the ley-hunting

phenomenon.

Yet ‘putting things straight’ has nothing whatsoever to do

with shamanism. Devereux has made the assumption that

it does, reasonably so if the conclusions of Dumézil and

Frazer are taken at face value. But neither provides a solid

framework for the evolution of both priest and king from

the tribal shaman. Dumézil’s bipartite sovereignty is a

pretty shaky affair, based on slender evidence and

doubtful etymologies, which offers no compelling

evidence for a former unity of priest and king [Belier

1996]. Frazer’s view encapsulates an outmoded and

chauvinistic model of social development that sees tribal

chiefs and kings evolving from the shaman who

previously kept the group together and made the rules.

There is no evidence to suggest that this sort of linear

social evolution applied to the early Indo-Europeans, or

even their ancestral cultures. In fact, it is a model that has

very little support anywhere these days. Even in recent

shamanist cultures the typical group has a tripartite

controlling mechanism: the shaman, the tribal elders, and

the ‘big men’ – a fairly obvious and natural-looking

structure that has echoes in stereotyped representations of

our own rural society (vicar; parish council; squire) – and

there is certainly no suggestion of one being an

evolutionary stage of the others. The work of Scharfe and

Sihler on *reg- indicates that the term refers to the leaders

of communities of this type, secular chiefs rather than

sacred kings [Mallory 1990: 125; Winn 1995: 28].

Despite reservations as to the validity of Dumézil’s
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bipartite sovereignty, Indo-European myth does associate

priest and king, possibly even as early as the ‘Proto-Indo-

European’ stage [Lincoln 1991: 7ff], but it is not reflected

in what is known of the *reg- complex, where the *reg-

‘king’ is clearly a fairly recent development, possibly as

late as the first millenium BCE; nor in the religious

vocabulary of the Indo-Europeans as a whole.

Furthermore, there is no common Indo-European word

for ‘priest’ [Buck 1949: 1472-4]. As Humphrey [1995:

137-41] points out, among the Mongols non-shamanic

rituals are conducted by chiefs. Tacitus tells us that

among the Germans divination by sortilege was

performed by the head of a family – though they also had

their specialist priests and seers [Germania 10; Tacitus

1970: 109].

This does not make a chief or king into a shaman. When

the cosmos is seen as being pervaded by the magical, the

supernatural, the divine, anyone can perform minor acts

of magic or divination. It is a simple matter of living with

the way things are. Any of us do similar things even

today, in post-industrial Britain, and reading omens or

owning a lucky charm is not shamanism. The point is that

ecstatic trance is the central, defining feature of

shamanism. That is what shamans do, it is what sets them

apart from other practitioners of religion, magic or

divination. Kingship is not shamanism, though it is

entirely possible for a king to be a shaman, or a shaman a

king. The two fulfil very different functions. In accepting

a shamanic origin for both kingship and the ‘mystery

lines’ Devereux has been deflected from the more
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important social aspect of kingship and the social

function of ‘royal roads’, and has seen things exclusively

in terms of the shaman’s relationship with otherworld

geography. In so doing he has placed upon the shoulders

of kingship a mantle it has no business wearing.
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The guide points to a map of South America. ‘Here, señor… is

the Place of Dead Roads.’ – William S. Burroughs, The Place

of Dead Roads (1983)

1. PuttingThingsStraight

The shamanic landscapes hypothesis is based on a series

of fallacies. Eurasian shamans do not invariably travel in

straight lines when they leave their bodies and journey in

spirit, no matter if the journey is an ascent to the heavens

or a descent to the underworld. The straight lines formed

by stretched threads and cords used as spirit-paths are an
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accident of tautness, not a necessary aspect of ritual. The

spirit’s adoption of bird-shape does not imply straight-

line flight – it implies the behaviour of a bird in flight.

We should also recognise that the soul is portrayed as a

butterfly in Chinese tradition, and butterflies are

notorious for their erratic motion. Flight may be the

quickest way to travel between two places, but that in

itself assumes that the flight is direct. It does not

automatically mean that flight is perceived as

geometrically straight. If anything the preferred mode of

shamanic travel is the non-straight route. The words and

drawings of Eurasian shamans place emphasis on

meandering or curvilinear tracks, whereas straightness is

only rarely given narrative or visual prominence.

The spirits of the dead – who, like the discarnate spirit of

a shaman, are often likened to birds – behave in a similar

fashion. There is no discernible tradition of roads to

heaven or hell being necessarily straight, but there are

distinct traces of a widespread belief in circling graves or

sacred sites as a means of gaining entry to otherworlds.

The third strand of the hypothesis, the straightness of

coffin-lines, corpse-ways, and dead-roads, loses focus

when the evidence is subjected to close scrutiny. The

genuinely straight ones – those of the Netherlands – are

found to be either far too recent to support any notion of

ancient shamanic origins, or are straight for reasons

unconnected with pre-Christian funerary practice.

One straight road discussed by Ulrich Magin [1992a]

seems to fall ouside any of the three strands. This 87-

metre long paved road, the Steinweg, leads from a set of
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stone steps (called Heidensteppe ‘pagan stairs’ or

Hexensteppe ‘witch stairs’)4 to a circular stone enclosure

atop the Wurmberg mountain in the Harz Mountains of

Germany. The enclosure is Iron Age or older, but the road

itself (on the basis of tests made on another nearby road

of identical construction, leading from the Wurmberg to a

similar circular enclosure) has been dated only to between

the eleventh and thirteenth centuries CE. The 80-metre

long stairs are of the same date as the roads, and have

straight sections, but overall they meander. The enclosure

at the summit contains a burial cist within two concentric

rectangular stone walls.

The Steinweg (from: Magin 1992a).

1.Stairs (Heidensteppe or Hexensteppe)

2. Stairs on terraced slopes

3. Stone road

4. Circular ring containing cist
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Devereux, considering the names given to the steps and

invoking the Harz Mountains’ reputation for being

‘notorious as the gathering place of night-flying witches’,

speculates that the Steinweg may have been associated

with ‘folk-shamanic (“witch”) ritual activities’ [Devereux

1997c: 236-7]. Well, perhaps it was. But the steps

meander up the mountainside, whereas the straight road is

built on a plateau – in other words, their structures are

appropriate to the terrain, and plainly dictated by practical

considerations. That does not prove that the Steinweg was

not designed as a ritual road, of course, but there is

practicality of purpose as well as design. The Harz

Mountains were close enough to trouble – from the

Germans’ tenth-century wars against the Slavs to the

Mongol threat of the thirteenth century – to allow the

suspicion that the stone enclosure may have been co-

opted for military purposes, as a staging-post or a bolt-

hole. Without further evidence it is impossible to draw a

conclusion either way – but the Steinweg is certainly far

too recent to make a realistic connection with pre-

Christian shamanism of any date.

Where straight roads or tracks do occur, they are not

shamanic and are only rarely funerary in origin. At their

very best they are ambiguous. True, they may have

become the focus of reported supernatural phenomena or

they may have acquired similar folkloric associations. But

the same is true of any other old structure commonly

frequented by human beings. We have haunted castles,

public houses and civic buildings – so why not haunted

roads? We take our dead to cemeteries for interment, and
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they have to get there somehow, so inevitably the road

leading to a graveyard is going to have appropriate names

and associated lore. And if the dead go on to a place

where they can dwell in a manner not unlike life itself,

then they are going to need all the familiar amenities.

Including roads and paths. If the realm of the gods and

the land of the dead are thought of as actual places, then

they will have ways leading to them. This is a matter of

cosmology, not the geography of shamanic ecstasy.

The shamanic explanation for straight lines on the

landscape rests on a series of assumptions. Shamans are

assumed to fly in straight lines because birds are assumed

to do so. The dead are assumed to travel in straight lines

because shamans are assumed to do that. Corpses are

expected to be carried in straight lines because the spirits

of the dead are assumed to move in the same way. Kings

are assumed to have shamanic attributes because they are

connected with straight lines, and so are shamans. The list

goes on, and none of the assumptions is true.

2. RoundTripsandRomanRoads

As we have seen, if anything the reverse is the case.

Almost all the emphasis, where any is given, is on

crooked roads, twisting paths, circumambulation. Circling

and crooked routes in Korea and Japan. Circling in

Mongolia. Meandering and curved tracks in Altaic and

Uralic shamanism. Winding roads, circumambulation and

perambulation in Indo-European funerary practice and

otherworld geography. In the known traditions – from

texts of the fifth century BCE to early twentieth century
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folk customs – Eurasian shamanism, funerary rites, death

lore and otherworld mythology prefer to emphasise these

types of route or motion. No great importance is attached

to straight ways, otherwise they would be mentioned

more often, and probably ritualised or formalised in some

way. The death-roads of the Netherlands are not straight

because of shamanic transport; they are straight because

they were originally built for reasons that have nothing

whatever to do with death or spirit-travel.

The absence of straight lines in matters of the spirit or

otherworld journeys is underscored by various traditions

of circular journeys made for the purpose of spiritual

elevation. The purpose of pilgrimage is to become closer

to divinity – in other words, to approximate the blissful

state of dwelling with the gods. In Japan for instance,

religious ascetics have much in common with their

compatriot shamans. To acquire sacred power some

undergo a ‘continuous journey on foot to a prescribed

series of holy places’ which ‘may consist of an apparently

haphazard journey from one sacred mountain to another’

or ‘describes a circle round one particular mountain’ that

‘may cover hundreds of miles’ – all depending on what

branch of a particular sect the ascetic belongs to [Blacker

1986: 99-101]. This type of journey is admittedly a

devotional pilgrimage rather than shamanic ecstasy, but

the aim is precisely that of shamanic initiation – to

achieve spiritual transformation that will enable the

initiate to dwell close to divinity. We might also cite the

circling of the Ka’abah at Mecca and the spiralling way

to the temple of Marduk atop the great ziggurat of
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Babylon, though these are strictly outside the Eurasian

sphere.

The Campus Martiae. The via Flaminia is the central road of

three converging on the piazza at top centre (from F. Coarelli,

Roma, 3rd ed. 1980).
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Curiously, there seems to be no study of the new

geomantic paradigm that mentions one of the most

famous religious straight roads, the via Flaminia (Priest

Way) of imperial Rome. This road ran almost due north-

west in a dead straight line from the Campus Agrippae

through the Campus Martiae and the Piazzali Flaminio

(Priest Square). Imperial funeral processions began at the

Forum, from where the imperial cadaver was borne to the

Campus Martiae, about a mile away (but not a straight

route), the site of the funeral pyre. The Campus Martiae

was reserved for imperial tombs, but the straight via

Flaminia does not seem to have figured in the funeral

procession or pyre. Cassius Dio, commenting on the

funeral of Pertinax in 193, tells us that: ‘The magistrates

and the equestrian order, dressed as appropriate to their

status, and also the cavalry and infantry, passed in and out

around the pyre performing intricate evolutions, both

those of peace and those of war’ [quoted in Price 1987:

61]. It must be stressed that the Campus Martiae was not

a necropolis or cemetery in the normal sense. It was a

sacred precinct, a place of temples and ritual. The deified

emperors of Rome were basically moving to a new home.

Discussing the elaborate rules governing periods of

mourning – imposed by the Senate – Simon Price

remarks on the extended mourning (a year) ordered for

women after the death of Augustus: ‘the senatorial decree

is striking. The conventional period of mourning of a

woman for her husband or father is now expected for the

emperor. The death of an emperor who was pater patriae,

father of his country, redefined the boundaries of kinship’
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[Price 1987: 63-4]. This resonates with the Scythian royal

funerals discussed earlier, and reiterates the ruler’s

oneness with his (male) people. It is noteworthy that this

image of emperor as father/husband (protector of and

provider for women and children) should be expressed so

succinctly by a culture whose name is virtually

synonymous with straight roads. The circling of

Pertinax’s funeral pyre is evidently part of a wider Indo-

European tradition.

In context, the via Flaminia must be seen as a straight

road made by a people who habitually made straight

roads for strategic purposes, and who invariably built new

settlements on an eminently practical grid pattern. Would

it serve any useful purpose to deny the pragmatic reasons

underlying Roman road construction in favour of a

doubtful shamanic origin?

The Roman Empire is a crucial factor in all this. In the

first place, much of Europe was controlled by Rome in its

hey-day. The influence of the Roman Empire has been

huge, from construction and town planning to models of

kingship and organised religion. Any straight road or path

that cannot be dated prior to the Roman occupation of any

given district must be viewed with suspicion.

3. GlimmersofHope?

Archaeology does give a glimmer of hope to the spirit-

path hypothesis. Paul Devereux believes that Neolithic

cursus monuments, which do tend to occur in what seem

to be ritual precincts, represent shamanic spirit-paths. He
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also includes the low rock structures known as reaves, on

Dartmoor; stone rows; and, of course, the dead-roads of

Europe. The Neolithic structures can be dealt with fairly

summarily. Until we know what they were for, we cannot

suppose a shamanic use for them. As yet we do not even

know for certain that they were designed as ritual

structures – though that does seem the most likely

purpose, particularly with regard to funerary practices.

Even so, there is no evidence from the immediate context

to suggest that they were designed for any shamanic

purpose. The only evidence for that is external to them,

and consists entirely of the assumption that spirit-paths

are de facto straight lines, and vice versa.

The Dorset Cursus. Drawing by David Taylor based on

John Barrett et al (1991).
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The Dorset Cursus does have detectable mortuary

associations. It seems originally to have linked two sets of

long barrows, and others were added ows, and others

were added along its route [Tilley 1994: 173]. In parts it

is very straight, but it also includes curves and changes of

direction. Which was more important? Christopher Tilley

notes that a ‘dogleg’ effect on one section of this cursus

would have had ‘considerable visual impact’ on both

viewers and walkers. He objects to the idea that this effect

may have resulted from corrections of the alignment due

to sighting problems by pointing out that there is no such

effect on other stretches of the cursus where there are

similar sighting problems. He suggests that the dogleg

‘was an intentional design feature put in place to

emphasize further the now hidden approach to a

monument of central social and symbolic significance’

[Tilley 1994: 188]. Of one thing Tilley is certain: the

Dorset Cursus was designed so that features along its

route would have the greatest impact on those walking

along it from north-east to south-west. In other words,

every aspect of the cursus is directed toward the

pedestrian approaching the great funerary precinct of

Hambledon Hill. It is a road to be trodden, not a path to

be flown.

This cursus seems to be a funeral path, but is clearly

nothing whatever to do with shamanic flight. It is also not

exclusively straight, a feature it shares with other cursus

monuments.

Death-roads, spirit-paths, routes to the otherworld. The

best that shamanism, spirit-lore and funerary customs
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have to offer is the idea of a direct way, but not

necessarily a straight one. On the other hand, where the

form of these is actually specified, the routes are

invariably described as crooked paths, circles, or multiple

circumambulations. The Altaic and Uralic examples

closely match the British ones, and we are reminded of a

similar event in the ancient Indo-European world – the

ritual ride of a dead Scythian king to all the tribes as a

prelude to interment.

Either we are talking about shaman/spirit paths or we are

talking about leys – straight alignments of clearly-

defined, significant points. The former are, in shamanist

tradition and in folklore, more often than not associated

with meanders and circling movement. The extant coffin

roads and funeral paths that are straight are almost

certainly down to practical considerations and an origin in

Roman engineering. They are certainly not derived from

shamanic travel as represented in the beliefs cited above.

Cursus structures, even when genuinely straight, are often

not long enough to be given serious consideration as

alignments, nor are the reaves, or even the doodwegen-

type paths. Yes, they may be aligned on other things,

such as tumuli, hill-tops or churches – but isn’t

straightness the simplest way to make the most

economical use of building materials and labour, and isn’t

taking a sighting on existing landmarks the least

complicated way to make a straight line?

Leys, meanwhile, have a tendency to look less convincing

the more one looks at them. It has often been said that the

landscape of Britain – and the same can be said of north-
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western Europe in general – is so crowded with sacred

structures and other ancient monuments that it would be a

major achievement not to find a ‘ley’ within the expanded

parameters of ley-hunting in recent years. The ley concept

implies either conscious planning over a vast period of

time, or an unconscious ‘programmed’ desire to make our

sacred or significant structures form straight lines. The

first notion is untenable – though some people would no

doubt be eager to embrace the ‘secret tradition’ it implies.

The second is more likely, with a possible basis in

language as a determinant of ways of thinking. As we

have seen, however, the most hopeful field of study,

concerning Indo-European *reg-, is complex and offers

no unambiguous evidence of geometrical straightness.

We can separate Eurasian shamanism and spirit-travel

from the straight-line phenomena embraced by ‘current

thinking’ in ley-hunting; rectilinear disposal of the dead

can also be discounted, as the dead of Eurasian shamanist

cultures are not disposed of or reached by straight lines.

Straight-line phenomena in shamanism or religions

outside Europe and Asia can be removed from the

equation entirely, unless it is apparent ‘leys’ outside the

Eurasian context that are being investigated. Those places

and their cultures are too far removed in time and space to

be of any direct relevance to the shamanic beliefs of the

Indo-European or Uralic peoples; and as we have seen,

Altaic shamanism places little or no importance on

straight line spirit travel.

This leaves us with a number of rectilinear structures –

some of unknown purpose, some mundane – to explain
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by other means. The doodwegen-type path (and they are

just paths) can usefully be removed from the equation as

they almost certainly represent a fortuitous association of

death with straightness owing to the siting of churches

and cemeteries along former Roman roads, in much the

same way as they are built along other types of road.

Alignments of megaliths and burial mounds can be

impressive, but have no shamanic credentials. Other

structures, such as the Rösaring in Uppland (Sweden) – a

Bronze Age ritual and funerary complex with a straight

road leading 600 yards due south to a Viking Age

structure interpreted variously as a shrine or ‘death house’

[Devereux 1992b: 126-7] – look good at first glance, but

at only 600 yards a straight line is a most practical way of

connecting two prominent sites with nothing to obstruct

the direct route between them.

4. ThePlaceofDeadRoads

Outside Europe there is far greater scope for establishing

a shamanic link with straight-line phenomena. There is a

wealth of evidence for straight roads and ritual ways in

the Americas, and the continuation of straight-line

imagery into the spirit traditions of living shamanist

societies shows beyond doubt that the two are intimately

connected. But that is not Europe. The shamanism of

Altaic and Uralic cultures offers a quite different tradition

of spirit travel, one that is also found in Indo-European

myth and folklore. Even if the ‘sorcerers’ of Palaeolithic

cave paintings are unreservedly admitted to the rank of

shaman, there can be no appeal to straightness as an



Straight Track, Crooked Road

104

integral part of a global ‘shamanic consciousness’, for the

simple reason that it is not so in Eurasian shamanism. It is

also a fact that most Native American shamanism is very

different from the Siberian model that predominates in

Eurasia. As Ronald Hutton points out, shamanism of the

Siberian type only really occurs in the far north of the

Americas, though there are some exceptions [Hutton

1993: 15]. The traditions of Europe have been stirred

about by internal migration and occasional incursions

from the east, but what there is has mostly grown out of

what there was. If there really is a deeply-embedded

tradition of straight-line spirit-travel in the Americas – as

there certainly seems to be among some peoples – then its

development and origins require further study to

determine just how and why this aspect of Amerindian

shamanism is so radically different from its Eurasian

counterpart.

Much the same is true of the Chinese feng shui discipline

and associated beliefs. Claiming a shamanic origin for the

straight lines of feng shui is pointless when the only

evidence for such an origin is the assumption of shamanic

origin for non-existent straight spirit paths in

neighbouring cultures. A recognisable shamanism did

indeed exist in ancient China – as early as the Shang

period (second millennium BCE) there are written

references to shamans and their rites – but did it give rise

to feng shui? If it did, then the straight spirit-paths, the

dragon lines, are atypical of Eurasian shamanism; if it did

not, then some other source should be sought. Either way,

the antecedents of feng shui require further investigation,



Straight Track, Crooked Road

105

not unfounded supposition.

5. TheRoadtoNowhere

The three major cultural-linguistic groupings of Eurasia –

Altaic, Indo-European and Uralic – have no such tradition

of straight-line spirit-travel or any associated shamanic or

funerary phenomena, other than the very few exceptions

cited above, which are straight by accident rather than

design. Yet most of the evidence to the contrary has been

either missed or ignored by proponents of the shamanic

landscapes theorists. Yet even when confronted by this

evidence, they still cling firmly to the hypothesis. Paul

Devereux quotes Joan Halifax: ‘In some shamanic

cultures, the path of initiation is an invisible one. Scrolls,

labyrinths, meandering trails, and straight lines, all roads

of varying meaning…’ Devereux precedes this quotation

by remarking that ‘Spirit and spirits did not always take

straight courses, and the straight line may relate

specifically to the flight of the shaman’s soul, not when it

is travelling in animal form, nor the routes of other kinds

of spirits’ [Devereux 1992b: 203]. But then why has he

spent around two hundred pages trying to persuade us

that the straight spirit-path is ubiquitous and all-

embracing?

Responding to a letter to The Ley Hunter from Ulrich

Magin, who points out that ‘Not every road aligned to a

church or cemetery is an ancient spirit path’ [Magin

1997c], Devereux writes: ‘Moreover not all death roads

or corpse roads are straight… some were made relatively

recently when the believed importance of straightness…
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was forgotten or downgraded… there were two types of

paths to the otherworld according to old belief systems in

Europe: the straight ‘godway’ and the sinuous ‘helway’.

The use of deliberate crooked ways to burial also ought to

be researched – to burials of suicides, perhaps?’ But

many ‘crooked ways to burial’ lead to church cemeteries,

as Phil Quinn’s article on Avon corpse-ways in the very

same issue of The Ley Hunter clearly demonstrated. It is

also a well-known fact that suicides were forbidden burial

in consecrated ground, being buried instead at crossroads

or just outside a churchyard. The latter custom might

conceivably be invoked to explain crooked coffin-paths,

but would not account for ordinary funerals using the

same paths. In any case, as we have seen, there are no

grounds for distinguishing the ‘godway’ from the

‘helway’ by their relative straightness. What is more, the

straight Dutch death-roads are themselves of relatively

recent date, as far as can be told.

The insistence on straight tracks in the face of contrary

evidence is placed in an interesting perspective by Nigel

Pennick, at the end of a thoughtful discussion of the way

ley-hunting has developed into a series of clashing

theories that have evolved into ideologies:

‘While it has been a useful exercise in the past to look

at straight lines on the landscape, it has led to an over-

emphasis on straight lines, which to some seem to

have become the most important thing in the world…

The function of much ley-hunting today seems to

serve the psychological need for participants to feel a

sense of importance and control which is absent from
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the individual in the modern world. Like every other

belief-system it gives us the feeling that we are

special because we are members of an elite that

possesses a secret knowledge hidden from lesser

humans.’ [Pennick 1997: 3]

The new ley-hunting certainly has features characteristic

of new religions. The refusal of its supporters to consider

that they might be wrong; the involuntary distortion of

fact to support the belief; the avoiding of critical issues by

either misinterpreting or dismissing them. The spirit-line

interpretation, hailed on its public debut as ‘material that

is set to cause a paradigm-shift across the fields of ley

hunting, ancient alignments, shamanic studies,

consciousness work, and will likely have ‘knock-on’

effects in folklore too’ [Devereux 1992c: 11], has a

decidedly evangelical feel to it, and the proselytising of

its proponents has an apostolic ring. Devereux’s

declamatory introduction promises far too much to expect

from an untested theory – and far less has been claimed

for many proven hypotheses. As proverbs and ancient

Greek drama teach us, hubris has a pre-ordained

outcome. The unfortunate thing is that, as Pennick

suggests, there is a positive way forward. The spirit-road

idea has far greater and wider applications if straightness

is denied top billing. By restricting the argument to

straight lines – and I defy any neutral reader to conclude

that Devereux et al have done anything else – the

argument is lost. If the insistence on straight lines is

dumped as unceremoniously as it deserves, the study can

get back on track.
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Ley-hunters of the shamanic spirit-lines school will walk

a very crooked road to avoid evidence that argues against

the ubiquity of straight spirit-paths and death-roads. But

the evidence cannot be avoided forever. The plain truth is

that European straight ‘leys’ are as suspect as they have

ever been. The shamanic spirit-line interpretation

superficially allows plenty of scope for legitimating the

idea of them, but is ultimately just another mirage. There

is no point in citing entoptic images or hallucinatory

experiences5 to rationalise straight-line features of trance

when the words and pictures of (culturally and

historically relevant) shamans themselves do not bear it

out. Yes, straight lines do occur as entoptic images – but

so do many other patterns, including grids, curves,

sinuous lines, dots, vortices, and so on. Why should

straight lines be singled out for special attention? The

idea is that we should be looking for ‘shamanic’ aspects

to artificial features in the landscape – which would be

fine if we assume that all ritual structures, and other

things of no clear purpose, were constructed for

‘shamanic’ purposes in the broadest sense; or were made

to symbolise or commemorate people’s experience of

their own spirit-travels or contact with travelling spirits of

various kinds.

But we can make no such assumption. Furthermore, the

argument for shamanic landscapes, as framed in the

spirit-line hypothesis, is specifically about straight lines.

It was formulated as an explanation of straight alignments

of structures across the land. The physical straight lines,

or memories of real or invisible lines, are supposed to
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represent spirit-travel in straight lines. There is clearly no

evidence from Eurasian shamanism, myth or religion to

support that view.

It is useless to look for parallels outside the cultural and

historical context. Devereux [1992b: 172-3] assures us

that he is ‘not for one moment saying that there are any

cultural affinities’ between certain ancient straight

structures in different places, but that there is a case to be

made for ‘all ancient landscape lines’ to be seen as

relating to the concept of ‘their being spirit lines’.

Unfortunately, his entire argument is based on the idea

that parallels between unrelated cultures prove that the

same neuropsychological features are responsible for the

Nazca lines and the Stonehenge cursus, Irish fairy paths

and feng shui, and so on. What he actually does is discuss

the European ‘leys’, then look for straight-line

phenomena elsewhere for clues to their meaning. When

he finds that such phenomena are associated with spirit-

travel and shamanism in certain places, other evidence is

drawn in to suggest a similar motivation in Europe. The

neuropsychology of trance and intoxication is then

invoked to explain why the straight lines exist globally.

6. TheEndof theRoad?

There is no particular tradition of straight-line shamanic

spirit-travel in Eurasian cultures. There is no widespread

Eurasian tradition of dead souls or otherworld beings

travelling in straight lines. There is no ancient European

practice of bearing corpses along straight lines to bury or

cremate them. Indo-European kingship did not arise from
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a preoccupation with straight lines, nor did it arise from

shamanism. Ecstatic, trance or hallucinatory out-of-body

travel does not usually occur in straight lines, though it

may well account for the bilocation attributed to various

saints and shamans. There are straight lines associated

with shamanism in the Americas, and in the Chinese

discipline of Feng shui – but the former are outside the

Eurasian sphere, while the latter are atypical and in any

case form only a part of a much wider system based

explicitly on duality and contrast.

Plainly, Devereux’s hypothesis does not account in any

way for straight lines in the European landscape. And this

is where we came in. The great bulk of ley-hunting

concerns itself with physical alignments in Britain, with

some interest in Ireland and north-western Europe. Few

of these are convincing as discrete phenomena, though

some have interest as ‘evolved’ leys, where alignments of

ritual structures have been built up over long periods from

the Neolithic through the Bronze and Iron Ages and even

beyond to the early Middle Ages. But do they show

anything more than a continuity of awareness in the

sacred, the magical? The fact that a Viking Age grave is

located at one end of a path leading from a Bronze Age

ritual structure implies nothing more than a recognition of

the sacredness of one age by people of a later one, and a

practical use of an existing path. In a slightly different

way, the undeniable fact that a number of Neolithic

structures are clearly aligned with others does not mean

that it was important for them to be in straight lines, even

if straight lines resulted.
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The important thing for all ritual structures is the way

they relate to their surroundings, by which is meant the

cosmos. If we accept that sacred sites have some kind of

numinosity about them, some environmental factor that

makes their location special in some way, we not only

have to show what that something is, we must explain

why it is necessary. The accepted view is that places of

worship are representations of the whole cosmos in

miniature. They are built to conform to the cardinal

points; they are at the notional cosmic centre; they are

square, cruciform or circular. They may be built on

hilltops, reiterating the axis mundi. Like a church, they

may comprise several symbolic parts: graveyard or crypt

(underworld), the public building (earth, abode of the

living), and tower or spire (the celestial realm). Other

structures may be built nearby to mark the direction of

associated phenomena.

This does not involve any kind of ‘shamanic

consciousness’ – it is all about observing and interacting

with the world about us. The Muslim shrine at Mecca is

an excellent example of cosmological design. The

Ka’abah is shown to be the axis mundi by the thousands

of pilgrims that circle it every day. Inside the cuboid

building that has the Black Stone as its cornerpiece is a

representation of the planets and stars. The old pagan

temple at Uppsala in Sweden had a great tree by a well,

echoing descriptions of Yggdrasill in mythological texts.

The argument here is not against alignments per se,

whether astronomical or for unknown ritual purpose – it

is for a recognition of relevant and related structures that
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may or may not be placed in straight lines. Just because a

particular long barrow is visible against the skyline when

viewed from a henge monument, it does not mean that

one or the other was deliberately sited so that visibility

would occur. So one relationship of sites at Avebury, for

example, hinges on Silbury Hill being sited to protrude

above the skyline when viewed from the other sites, with

the Henge built later to take advantage of that prominence

[Devereux 1992a: ch. 7]. Devereux’s own research

demonstrates this relationship, which clearly intended

Sibury to dominate the vicinity. But while his ‘gut

feeling’ about the building of Silbury along a line

between Windmill Hill and West Kennet long barrow

may be correct in as much as it is possible that the three

were seen as a significant alignment, it does not prove

that they denote ‘Silent, line-of-sight “spirit-flight”,

unmarked but symbolised’ [Devereux 1992a: 158]. In all

probability the alignment denotes something quite

different, such as social or cultic affinities. The whole

Avebury region is a socio-religious precinct, where

people lived, worked, worshipped and were buried. It was

their world, irrespective of what they knew of people and

places outside. All settlements are to some extent models

of the cosmos: if we take the typical medieval English

village we find a cruciform lay-out (the four directions),

with a sacred building reaching both to the heavens and

the underworld (the church) at the centre, a public water-

supply (a pond or well, later a pump or horse-trough), and

a place of assembly. The model is reminiscent of pagan

Germanic cosmology, with reference to the Christian

world-view – though by this time Christianity in northern
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Europe had become effectively Germanized [Russell

1994] – but the general pattern also goes far back into the

Indo-European past.

The mythologising of the landscape is a way of reflecting

the place of humans within the cosmos. We do not require

ecstasy or trance to appreciate the cosmology of

landscape, because it is with us all the time, visible and

acknowledged. This is the mistake made by those who

look at the Australian ‘dreamtime’ and think it relates to

shamanic experience, trance or altered state of

consciousness – the timeless world of the entranced or

intoxicated. It does not, even though the shaman may be

able to visit the dreamtime in trance, and ordinary people

may do so in dream. It refers to the way things were

before ‘now’, before time began: the time of myth. The

Australian mythic landscape echoes the dreamtime

because that was when it was made, in exactly the same

way that landscapes everywhere are named for divine

beings and mythical events that are traceable to a notional

non-time in illo tempore. The foundation of a new

settlement is the making of a new world. This is why

place-names repeat in certain patterns, because

everywhere humans go they take their myths and

cosmologies with them. Wherever we go we like to feel at

home. This is not shamanic in anything but an incredibly

loose sense – it is just human nature.6

Silbury Hill is quite obviously a representation of the

World Mountain, and we should look for other features

characteristic of the axis mundi in archaic Indo-European

cosmology: a nearby pool or spring, an image of the
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celestial axis, a surrounding body of water or something

symbolising it. The same might apply to Stonehenge, or

any one of a number of important circular or raised

monuments of the late Neolithic and Bronze Ages.7 There

is always a special relationship between significant places

and structures in any given area, but that relationship

need not be purely mathematical, even where

mathematical relationships are discerned; or purely

astronomical, although astronomical observations may

have been involved. The fundamental purpose of such

relationships is to fix a settlement or dwelling-place by

cementing it to its celestial analogues and bonding it to

the mythical past. I suggest that the study of landscape

structures in terms of the mythic cosmos will prove to be

of much greater import than an endless, obsessive

plotting of perceived lines on an overcrowded map.

Paul Devereux is on the right track when he says we must

consider archaic traditional beliefs when looking at the

past in present-day landscapes. But appeals to non-

existent straight lines alleged for shamanism and spirit-

lore to help explain straight lines that are largely illusory

is a pointless exercise. In fact, even if straight spirit paths

were the norm they would have little or no bearing on

leys. Danny Sullivan makes this perfectly clear: ‘I would

say that there is no such thing as a ley. As a defined thing

or phenomenon in its own right, it does not exist’

[Sullivan 1997: 17]. Any ‘invisible’ straight-line

connection between Neolithic and Bronze Age artifacts

must be deduced within a framework of context and

function, with consideration of their potential relationship
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to what is known of the traditions of local cultures of a

later date, or contemporary ones with whom relationships

can be determined. If any degree of continuity can be

established, then they are more than likely to resemble

those that existed only a short time before. The longer the

continuity, the greater the confidence with which we can

draw purposeful conclusions. Much the same is true of

actual linear structures, like the cursus.

The sacred or ritual landscapes of ancient Britain and

mainland Europe are not necessarily shamanic, though

shamans undoubtedly travelled and lived among them.

Straight tracks, cursuses and straight lines of standing

stones are not related to straight-line flight intrinsic to

shamanic ecstasy or other hallucinatory states. It is

extremely unlikely that any Neolithic straight alignments

or rectilinear structures have anything to do with the kind

of spirit travel mooted by Devereux.

Nor does our continuing construction and use of

ceremonial straight roads indicate ‘unconscious echoes’

of spirit travel that occur because of the ‘universality of

the human central nervous system and its operation in

shamanism’ [Devereux 1992b: 172]. It indicates a way of

maximising the number of people that can view

ceremonial processions without having to use a closed

(i.e. circular) route, and of ensuring that there are fewer

chances of a ceremony being disrupted by something

happening to vehicles and marchers. It is also, one

suspects, derived from a once-conscious imitation of the

processional and military roads of Imperial Rome, in

precisely the same way that so many of Europe’s older
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civic buildings hark back to the glories of Graeco-Roman

architecture. Any ‘unconscious echoes’ dictating the

structure of modern straight roads are firmly secular and

go back to Caesars, not shamans.

This examination of the shamanic spirit-lines hypothesis

has tended to concentrate on the arguments and reasoning

of Paul Devereux. This is not a critique of Devereux as a

person, nor of his books per se, but of the hypothesis as it

is outlined and proposed in them and as it has been

supplemented and extended by others. While those others

– especially Ulrich Magin and John Palmer, with their

work on Geisterwegen and doodwegen – have

responsibility for formulating and putting forward key

strands of the hypothesis, Devereux gathered all the

threads together and was brave enough to put his name to

the whole thing, so that his work has become the focal

point. It is to Devereux’s credit that he was sufficiently

bold to propose such a radical change of direction for the

study of leys and related structures in the landscape,

thereby eliminating much of the fluffy New Age thinking

that had come to bedevil the field of `earth mysteries’ and

allowing ‘alternative’ research into them to concentrate

once again on the reality of ancient cultures rather than on

romantic fictions of ancient wisdom. But the spirit-lines

hypothesis does not stand up to close scrutiny.

In a sense all those involved have been led astray by

slender and often ambiguous evidence that superficially

seems to support the idea of straight spirit-lines in

Europe,8 and by perceived parallels in New World

cultures.9 The rest is just error, wishful thinking and false
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hope shaped by the ley-hunting culture and its

expectations.
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[1] The impetus came from an ex-RAF pilot named Tony

Wedd, a ley believer and flying saucer enthusiast who

amalgamated Watkins’ straight tracks with the

‘orthotonies’ (UFO flight paths) theorised by French

UFOlogist Aimé Michel, and received psychic messages

telling him that leys were lines of force. Philip Heselton,

who met Wedd in 1961, started a ley hunting club which

founded The Ley Hunter journal, and which held

meetings attended by such figures as John Michell, whose

books had a profound influence on the field in the late

1970s. For a useful overview of this and other aspects of

post-sixties and pre-nineties ley-hunting see Devereux

[1992b: 14-50], and Sullivan [1997].

[2] The use of the word ‘straight’ in oral accounts of fairy

passes and suchlike needs to be put in perspective. In

English the word ‘straight’ is frequently used to mean
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‘without delay’. For instance, when a child is told to

‘come straight home from school’ its parents do not

require it to make a geometrically-straight way across

roads and through neighbours’ gardens. They mean that

the child should not stop to play on the way home nor

stray from the normal route. Similarly, the phrase ‘go

straight to bed’ does not give a child license to knock a

hole in the ceiling and climb up to bed on a rope ladder.

Do ley-hunters always check to find out what exactly is

meant when an informant uses the word ‘straight’ to

describe the movement of fairies and other entities?

[3] Paul Devereux uses the term ‘spirit-baffles’ to denote

structures designed to impede the movement of spirits.

He assumes that obstructions – knots and tangles – are

always there so that the spirit gets snarled up in them as it

moves along the thread [Devereux 1992b: 129-30]. There

are numerous records of such impediments in European

folklore – but their purpose is not always quite the same

as Devereux envisages. Knots are generally used to bind

things, to prevent their moving at all, not to block a way

along a channel. Their purpose is simply to tie up a spirit

or to make fast a particular state of affairs; or to distract

malign spirits [Frazer 1922: 318-9]. In ancient Greece

statues of the gods were often bound to make sure they

stayed where they were. More significantly, effigies of

demons and ghosts were bound to prevent them causing

harm, a custom also found in Egypt, Mesopotamia and

Thrace [Faraone 1992: 78ff]. The Germanic peoples, with

customary efficiency, had a more effective and permanent

way of keeping the dead in their place, by staking
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troublesome corpses to the ground [Griffiths 1996: 107].

Even where cords and threads represent spirit-paths,

straightness is not universal. For instance, an Australian

ceremony involves cutting a winding processional path

through the bush – this represents the rope used to drag

the ancestral spirit out of the primal mud. The thread that

helped Theseus find his way out of the Cretan labyrinth

may perhaps be viewed in the same light [Levy 1948: 51-

2]. The Saami of the Kola Peninsula (Russia) believe that

the dead cannot cross water, so corpses have been buried

on islands and across rivers and streams to prevent them

returning to plague the living [Luk’jancenko 1985].

[4] Magin [1992a] gives this name as both Heidensteppe

and Heidentreppe. Devereux [1997c] gives the form

Heidensteppe only. I am informed by Nigel Pennick

[pers. comm] that the form Heidentreppe is used locally.

Heidentreppe would seem to be the correct form (treppe

‘staircase’ would be more apt that steppe ‘steppe,

prairie’).

[5] Much has been made of such images. Devereux

devotes considerable space to them, but does not make

any real connection between these and straight-line travel

[Devereux 1992b: 207-19]. But what have they to do with

straight-line travel? All they prove is that people in trance

or under the influence of drugs tend to see different

shapes and patterns. The sense of movement experienced

in such states is another matter. I can assert from personal

experience that certain intoxicants have induced

sensations of swaying, and motions of the ‘falling-leaf’

variety. It has also been the case that psychoactive
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substances traditionally associated with shamanic states

actively prevent one from moving in a straight line.

Furthermore, one common effect of strong hallucinogens

is visual distortion of straight lines. Devereux [1992b:

213-5] cites dreams in which he has flown or moved

rapidly in a straight line – but then what else would one

expect for the dreams of even a revisionist ley-hunter? As

an illustrative contrast, about half-way through writing

the first draft of the present study I dreamed that I

descended to the Greek mythological underworld by

means of a meandering road. Fortunately I was refused

admission and sent on my way.

[6] Kamal Salibi (The Bible came from Arabia, Jonathan

Cape: London, 1985) notes a remarkable resemblance

between the place-names and associated topography in

the Asir region of western Arabia, and those of the Holy

Land given in the Old Testament. He interprets this as

meaning that the Old Testament reflects historical events

in Arabia, which the migrant Hebrews commemorated in

the place-names of a new land. This is really more likely

to reflect ways of thought among traditional nomads.

Caroline Humphrey [1995: 144-5] has noted that the

names applied to certain landscape features tend to be

repeated along the routes of nomadic Mongols. Some

features of cosmological import – sacred hills and

mountains – are described in terms of the human body,

and the terminology extends out to the surrounding land.

The repetition of names in ‘homelands’, allied to the fact

that there are areas in which names recurring elsewhere

do not appear at all, indicates that this is a way of
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repeatedly affirming the sense of place in the cosmos.

This may be a useful way of exploring recurrent patterns

in English place-names, rather than looking at them in

merely social or topographic terms, or as an expression of

personal ownership.

[7] With regard to this it is interesting to note the

relationship of the Henge at Avebury to the near-

contemporary Silbury Hill. If the latter represents the

World Mountain, the local axis mundi, could the former,

visible as it is on the skyline looking to the visual north

from Silbury, represent the celestial counterpart, the axis

ceoli? The henge type of structure has been shown to

have astronomical connotations, as numerous studies

have shown; and twin cosmic centres feature across the

continuum of Indo-European myth, differentiated as

secular/sacred, or terrestrial/celestial – compare

Dumézil’s pairing of Indian sovereignty and priesthood in

the persons of Mitra and Varuna (though this cannot be

extended across the entire range of Indo-European

tradition), and the twin cosmic centres of the World

Mountain and the ‘nail of heaven’ in Siberian belief. Can

this axial duality be applied to other prominent ‘twinned’

Neolithic structures? Silbury itself is six hundred yards

north of the Swallowhead spring, a source of the River

Kennet. The spring is a known holy well whose waters

were said to be able to heal eye conditions. Compare with

the well Mímisbrunnr in Norse myth, where Odin’s

missing eye was said to be hidden. Indo-European myth

shows conclusively that well waters were believed to

house a fiery radiance akin to lightning, which in turn is
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an essence of the sun. This idea can be reconstructed at

the Proto-Indo-European cultural level, and forms part of

the common Indo-European cycle of creation myth. The

Indo-European identity of later Neolithic Europe is now a

major likelihood, and by the time of the Silbury/Avebury

construction that particular region would have

undoubtedly been Indo-European-speaking. It makes

good sense to look for traces of Indo-European

cosmology at such sites, rather than make (for example)

increasingly desperate and convoluted appeals to a

supposed Neolithic ‘goddess culture’ for which there is

no evidence at all. It must be reiterated that these are not

‘shamanic’ myths or cosmologies, they are just what they

were intended to be: ideas that explain the world and

assist in its continued existence.

[8] This may increase as proponents of the shamanic

hypothesis look further afield and further back in time for

supporting evidence. Translations of ancient texts are

often misleading if taken at face value. What may seem

on the surface to be an exciting instance of straight-line

otherworld or spirit travel may be nothing of the sort. For

instance, in Beowulf the hero and King Hroðgar make

their way from the latter’s hall in search of Grendel’s

mother:

Lastas wæron æfter waldswaþðum wide gesyne, gang

ofer grundas þær heo gegnum for ofer myrcan mor…

[Beowulf 1402-5]

Swanton [1978: 101] translates these lines ‘The tracks

could be widely seen along the forest paths. the trail over
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the ground where she went straight on over the murky

wasteland…’

The words gegnum for have been rendered ‘straight on’ in

nearly every translation I have seen – one exception is

Kevin Crossley-Holland, who gives ‘directly’ (1982, The

Anglo-Saxon World: An Anthology. Oxford University

Press edition). But gegnum strictly means ‘onward’,

‘forward’, ‘before (i.e. in front of)’. The way from the

royal hall to the otherworld lair of Grendel and his mother

would be a powerful example of straight royal road and

spirit path – but it is only straight by poetic license on the

translators’ part, not in the vision of the Old English poet.

It is easy to see how this could mislead the seeker after

straight ways. Interestingly, immediately following these

lines we are told that the monster-hunters proceed over

steep rocky slopes (steap stanhliðo) by a narrow path

(stige nearwe), which is much more in keeping with

otherworld travels.

[9] At the time of writing it seems that the shamanic

provenance of the most impressive South American spirit

lines is now in doubt. The television documentary

Flightpaths to the Gods [BBC2, 21 August 1997]

described how anthropologists and archaeologists

examining the mysterious lines and effigies on the Nazca

plain in Peru have concluded that the straight lines and

trapezoids on the landscape are processional ways used in

rain-making ceremonies. The mounds and hills from

which the lines radiate are hypostases of a larger

mountain said to be a source of water. Following a

devastating forty-year drought, a major temple associated
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with these ceremonies fell into disuse, but there was a

corresponding increase in construction and use of lines.

The lines are symbolic waterways, and may have only a

tangential link with local shamanic practices, which are

better reflected in the animals depicted in effigy on the

plain. While the shamanic aspect is certain, the lines

themselves do not appear to be representations of

shamanic flight. While there is no doubt that straight

roads are a very important aspect of Amerindian tradition

– and in his books and articles Paul Devereux has given

many solid examples – are they always associated with

shamanic ecstasy or spirit travel? And is the spirit journey

always thought of as a straight line? The migration paths

of the Hopi ancestral spirits are mostly crooked, if the

picture reproduced here is a typical representation.

The straight spirit path is clearly not the only type in the

New World, but it does seem to dominate to such a

degree that coincidence is unlikely. The important thing is

to establish whether the straightness results from

neuropsychology (that is, the specific effects of local

methods of inducing trance by ingesting native

hallucinogens and narcotics), culturally-determined

expectation of the nature of spirit travel, or stylized

representation. In my view such investigations should be

made without recourse to Eurasian materials, which tell a

completely different story and would be an irrelevant

distraction.



Straight Track, Crooked Road

126

Migration trails of the Hopi ancestors (from: Nicholas R. Mann

(1997), ‘Home Dance of the Hopi’. J. Westwood (ed.), Sacred

Journeys).
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